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Abstract

The thesis brings together Islendingasogur and srpske junacke pesme, two
historically and culturally unrelated heroic literatures, literatures that had, nevertheless,
converged upon a similar kind of realism. This feature in which they diverge from the earlier
European epics — Beowulf, Nibelungenlied, La Chanson de Roland, is the focal point of this
study. Rather than examining it solely in terms of verisimilitude and historicism with which
it is commonly associated, I am approaching it as an emergent feature (emergent realism) of
the non-linear, evolutionary dynamics of their production (i.e. their networked, negotiated
authorship), the dynamics I call the distributed author.

Although all traditional narratives develop in accordance with this dynamics, their
non-linearity is often compromised by Bakhtinian ‘centripetal forces’ (e.g. centralised state,
Church) with an effect of directedness akin to the authorial agency of an individual. The
peculiar weakness of such forces in the milieus in which the sagas/Serbian epics grew,
encouraged their distributed nature. As a result, they come across as indexes of their own
coming into being, preserving, meshing and contrasting the old and the new, the general and
the more idiosyncratic perspectives on past events and characters. In so doing they fail to
arouse in the recipient the feeling of being addressed and possibly manipulated by an all-
encompassing organising authority. As a consequence, they also impress as believable.

While chapters one and two of this study deal with theoretical and aesthetic
implications of the two literatures’ distributed authorship and their emergent realism,
chapters three and four illustrate the ways in which these are manifested in the rich texture of
the past and the complex make-up of the characters. The final chapter summarises major
points of the thesis and suggests the poetics of complexity as a term particularly suitable to

encapsulate the two literatures’ common creative principles.
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Preface

Fresh after revelling in Beowulf’s fierce combat with Grendel, his descent into the
mire and the bloodcurdling encounter with the fiend’s mother, after pondering with
fellow students at Leeds his tragic last stand against the dragon, I was much
surprised when our very next medieval literature class turned out to be dedicated to
an Icelandic story in which two heroes appear more inclined to flee than fight one
another.

Unable to tolerate his old Viking father’s sardonic jabs any longer, the
otherwise even-tempered Porsteinn kills P6rdr, the man who had earned him the
shameful nickname of Staff-struck. Bjarni of Hof, with whom the responsibility to
avenge his housecarl (P6rdr) rests is, however, not too easily moved into action. He
successfully resists the provocations of his two scoundrel servants, but it is his wife’s
nagging that he cannot ignore and he finally sets off to meet Porsteinn. What
complicates this situation further is the fact that the two men respect and fear each
other. Bjarni is too old to fight duels and Porsteinn is unwilling to draw the wrath of
Bjarni’s many powerful relatives, all for the sake of an overbearing troublemaker
whom nobody liked anyway. The heroes find themselves caught between the rigidity
of the inherited heroic code that commands vengeance regardless of the absurdity of

the situation, and their loyalty and reverence for this same code. The result is the

most unlikely duel:

And when they had fought for a very long time, Bjarni said to
Thorstein, ‘I’m thirsty now, for I am less used to hard work than
you are.’

“Then go to the brook,’ said Thorstein, ‘and drink’. [...]

‘A lot is going wrong for me today,” said Bjarni; ‘Now my
shoelace has come untied.’ [...]

Then Bjarni chopped Thorstein’s entire shield away from him, and
Thorstein chopped Bjarni’s away from him.



"Now you’re swinging,” said Bjarni.

Thorstein answered, “You did not deal a lighter blow.’

Bjarni said, “The same weapon you had earlier today is biting
harder for you now.’

Thorstein said, ‘I would save myself from a mishap if I could and I

fight in fear of you. I am still willing to submit entirely to your
judgement.’’

[Ok pd er peir h6fdu mjok lengi barizk, p4 melti Bjarni til Porsteins: “Pyrstir
mik nd, pvi at ek em Gvanari erfidinu en pd.” “Gakk bu pa til leekjarins,” sagdi
Porsteinn, “ok drekk.” [....] “Margt hendir mik ni { dag, ” sagdi Bjarni. “Lauss er
ni sképvengr minn.” [...] P4 hgggr Bjarni allan skjoldinn af Porsteini, en pa hjo
Porsteinn skjoldinn af Bjarna. “Stért er nd hoggvit,” kvad Bjarni. Porsteinn
svaradi: “Ekki hj6ttu smara hogg.” Bjarni melti: “Betr bitr pér ni it sama
vépnit, er pu hefir 40r { dag haft.” Porsteinn maalti: “Spara munda ek vid mik
Ohapp, ef ek mztta svd gera, ok berjumk ek hreddr vid pik. Vilda ek enn allt 4
pinu valdi vera l4ta.”]?

The scene ends in the agreement that, as a form of atonement, Porsteinn should take
P6rdr’s place in Bjarni’s household. And so the matter is settled with no further
blood spilt, and no honour stained.

What struck me about this duel (as hard, I am tempted to say, as P6rdr’s staff
did our hero) was that in its curious divergence from the familiar heroic ideal
(encountered in Beowulf and other great European epics — The lliad, The Aeneid, La
Chanson de Roland, etc.) it remarkably resembles the duel of Marko Kraljevié and
Bogdan the Fierce, two heroes from another literature of the European margins, a
literature I knew simply by being born into it — that of the Serbs.

As they draw dangerously close on their journey to the lands of Bogdan the
Fierce, Marko warns his blood-brothers, Milo§ and Relja, not to ride through
Bogdan’s vineyards and relates a story of his previous encounter with this valiant
warrior in which he barely escaped with his life. The two reproach him in the manner

of the heroic code, saying that it is better to die than run in fear. Marko has no choice

' The Tale of Thorstein Staff-Struck in: Omolfur Thorsson, ed. The Sagas of Icelanders. Anthony

Maxwell, transl. London: Penguin, 2000, pp. 681-682. ]
2 porsteinn pdttr stangarhiggs in: Austfirdinga sogur. J6n J6hannesson, ed. [slenzk fornrit. 1950, Vol.
XI, pp. 75-76. Here, as in other places in this study, ‘6’ stands for the *hooked o’. See *A note on

spelling and other conventions’, p. ix.



other than to succumb, but when the infuriated Bogdan arrives with his twelve
retainers, he offers his two blood-brothers a choice: either they could take on Bogdan
alone, or they could attack his twelve men. Forgetting their former boasting, the two
of them, rather unheroically, decide to fight Bogdan alone, but he proves to be a
tougher choice. He deals with them as easily (captures them) as Marko does with the
twelve retainers. Now, after the dynamic action in which both heroes show
themselves worthy and skilled warriors, Marko and Bogdan are finally left alone,
looking at each other:

Bogdan stood at the vineyard’s edge,
When he took in Marko’s black eyes,
The warlike glare in them,

Bogdan’s legs froze underneath him.
Marko is looking at Bogdan the Fierce,
Bogdan is looking at Kraljevi¢ Marko.
None dares make a move on the other;
A long while later, spoke Bogdan the Fierce:
‘Come, Marko, let’s make up:

Release my twelve retainers,

And I’ll let Relja and Milo§ go.’

Marko could hardly wait to hear this [...]
They sat and started drinking red wine...

[Crane Bornan ykpaj BuHorpaja,
Kapn carnega upne ount Mapky,

M kakas je Ha ourMa Mapko,

ITon BorpanoM Hore obampelne.
I'nega Mapko Jbytuuy Bornana,
Bornan rnena Kpamesaha Mapka,
A He cMHmje jeflaH Ha APYTOra;
JloukaH peve Jbytuua borpane:
“Xomu, Mapko, 1a ce NTOMAPHMO:
[TycT MeHe BaHAECT BOJBOJIA,
Ia T nycteM Perby 1 Munoma.”
To je Mapko jenBa goyexao, |...]
[lak cjefole MMTH pyjHO BHHO...]*

Untied shoelaces and blunt swords, staring contests and shaky legs, stalling for time,

hesitancy, and purely pragmatic concerns hardly go hand in hand with the heroic

3 Mapko Kpaweeuh u Jbymuya Boz0an in: Kapayuh, Byk Credpanoruh, ed. Cpncke napoore njecue.
Vol. II, Beorpan: IIpocsera, 1976, pp. 163-164.

Vi



yarn, yet despite their humorous scenes, the two narratives are not mock-heroics
either: Porsteinn and Bjarni, Marko and Bogdan all remain heroes — unusual heroes,
comical at times to be sure, but still unscathed by sarcasm. How come? And how
come they are all similar precisely in the way they are unusual, in the way they do
not conform to the heroic model? A common influence? A historic accident? A
coincidence? Any more coincidences? Common patterns?

The curiosity that this serendipitous meeting of Marko and Porsteinn had
spurred led to a BA dissertation and an MA study that revealed many other common
characteristics of the two literatures, the characteristics that, without an apparent
awareness of each other’s fields, both Old Norse and South-Slavic academic
communities claimed as unique qualities of the /slendingasogur®/ srpske junacke
pesme.” Unsurprisingly perhaps, the focus of my MA thesis was on characterisation
in the two literatures. It was envisaged not so much as a comparative survey of
characters as an attempt to gauge the sagas’ and Serbian epic poems’ shared
underlying creative currents and principal ideologies as reflected in characterisation.
The study also suggested the possibility of an evolutionary trend, a trend emerging
from the specific nature of the sociopolitical circumstances that had made heroic
literature acutely relevant to the two cultures for a prolonged period of time, long
after what is known as the ‘Heroic Age’ had passed for the rest of the Europe. In
essence, this trend reflects increasing acknowledgement of the multifaceted nature of
social and historical realities; it manifests itself as that realism for which the two
literatures are lauded in both scholarly camps. The scope of the present study allows
for a more thorough exploration of this trend, a wider consideration of the makeup of

the sagas’ and Serbian epics’ realism. In accordance with this shift of focus,

4 The sagas of Icelanders
5 Serbian heroic songs
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characterisation is here allotted one chapter (chapter 4). Throughout it I make free
use of the material from the MA thesis, but with the adjustments responsive to the

demands of the present format, as well as new insights that the further years of study

have brought into play.

A note on choice (and translation) of the material examined

Before setting off to explore the aforementioned questions, I would like to briefly
elucidate my choice of the sagas of Icelanders and Serbian epic poems that are going
to be considered here. Bearing in mind that this is a comparative study, I am anxious
to examine a wide range of both sets of texts, but not necessarily every piece of work
in the respective corpora, as this would be unnecessary in respect to the points
argued, and unjustifiably tedious.

As is customary, original saga quotations will be supplied from the fslenzk
fornrit editions. Regarding translations, I will mainly rely on The Sagas of Icelanders
anthology — both for convenience (wider availability), and because it contains the
same excellent translations as The Complete Sagas of Icelanders. However, although
the anthology offers different types of sagas (poets and warriors, outlaws, regional
feuds, champions...), it does not contain such classics as Grettis saga, Njdls saga and
Viga-Glims saga without which, I feel, the study would be incomplete. Translations
of these sagas will therefore be cited from the Vols. II and III of the aforementioned
The Complete Sagas of Icelanders. It also needs to be noted that, unless otherwise
specified, shorter terms such as ‘Icelandic sagas’ or simply ‘the sagas’ will

throughout this study refer to the sagas of Icelanders (rather than, for example, the

‘kings’ sagas’, or ‘bishops’ sagas’).
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As regards Serbian epic poems, it is the collections of Vuk Stefanovic¢
Karadzi¢ (Vols. II-IV) that I am going to focus on, since, as Robert Auty notes, these
represent ‘the most valuable specimens [...] from the aesthetic point of view’.°
However, I will also occasionally refer to other collections (e.g. the eighteenth-
century Erlangen Manuscript) as well as the cognate traditions (that of the earlier
sixteen-syllable epic poems — bugarstice, and decasyllabic Bosnian Muslim epics) by
way of comparison. As with the sagas, I am eager to look into a variety of poems —
those that Vuk calls ‘the oldest’, (the poems of the feudal lords, battle of Kosovo, the
subsequent life in vassalage and the cycle of poems about Marko Kraljevi¢), as well
as those of ‘intermediate times’ (poems about outlaws) and those of ‘more recent
times’ (poems that deal with Serbian Insurrections). Unless otherwise stated, the

translations of Serbian epic poems (and other texts in Serbian) are mine.

A note on spelling and other conventions
Icelandic:

- Throughout the study Icelandic character ‘6’ is used as a substitute for the so-
called ‘hooked o’(‘0’).

- Asis customary, Icelandic names are cited (both in the footnotes and
bibliography) with the first name first, followed by a patronymic or a
surname.

- In the main body of the text, Icelandic names are either given in full (rather
than just a surname or a patronymic being quoted), or, if the same name
appears many times in the same paragraph, it is substituted for the initials of a

person in question.

¢ Auty. Robert. *Serbo-Croat’ in: Hatto, Arthur T., ed. Traditions of Heroic and Epic Poetry. London:
The Modern Humanities Research Association, 1980, p. 196.



Serbian:

- While in the main body of the text Serbian names will be given in Latin
script, in the footnotes and bibliography, they will be cited as they appear in
original publications — in either Latin or Cyrillic.

- Names in Cyrillic are listed in the bibliography according to the Latin
alphabet in places where they would normally appear if transcribed.
Surnames beginning with characters with diacritic signs, such as ‘¢’, ‘¢’ ‘d’,
‘§” and ‘Z’ are listed according to the Serbian/Croatian Latin alphabet — ‘¢’

and ‘¢’ after ‘c’, ‘d” after ‘d’, ‘S’ after ‘s’, and ‘Z’ after ‘z’.



I

Serbian Epic Poems and the Sagas of Icelanders: on
Common Patterns Emerging

Icelanders and Serbs, two little peoples from the opposite corners of Europe, hanging
on its North-Western and South-Eastern margins, peoples with different histories and
different cultures, with very distinct modes of artistic expression, converge
nevertheless in the way their /slendingaségur and srpske junacke pesme differ from
the earlier medieval European epics such as Beowulf, The Nibelungenlied, La
Chanson de Roland. Different as the two countries’ geography is, and unrelated as
their histories are, they still worked in similar ways: they afforded a certain amount
of isolation, infused with the threat of cultural assimilation — an environment friendly
to the heroic literature that had continued to thrive there centuries after it went out of
fashion for the rest of the Europe. But this state of affairs does not necessarily imply
cultural stasis. On the contrary: it has given rise to a set of features which both Old
Norse and South Slavic academic communities consider idiosyncratic of their
respective cultures and opened up a space within which it was possible for the
realism, that is again supposedly unique to the sagas/Serbian epics, to arise. Indeed,
both Theodore Andersson' and Jovan Brkié? (each in his own way) describe the
changes that the heroic ideal underwent in the sagas/Serbian epics in terms of the
democratisation of honour. Just as Peter Foote points to the sagas’ ‘unique blend of

pagan inheritance and Christian acquisition’,’ so does Svetozar Koljevi¢ note that it

! Andersson, Theodore M. ‘The Displacement of the Heroic Ideal in the Family Sagas, Speculum,

1970, 45, pp. 575 - 593.
2 Brkié, Jovan. Moral Concepts in Traditional Serbian Epic Poetry, The Hague: Mouton &Co., 1961.

3 Foote, Peter. ‘An Essay on the saga of Gisli’ in: Johnston, George, transl. The Saga of Gisli. London:
J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1963, p. 99.



is ‘the different social and spiritual settings of pagan and Christian, feudal and
village life’ that ‘gives the Serbo-Croat oral epic material its unique interest’.* And
while Jane Smiley iterates that ‘typical saga style bespeaks of an agricultural world’ )’
and Robert Kellogg perceives the sagas as ‘a narrative art which aspires to
counterfeit reality’,* Mary Coote argues that ‘the involvement of heroic songs with
daily life gives them the air of realism and historicity that distinguishes the
Serbocroatian heroic songs from other traditions’.” Apparently, a good number of
qualities that distinguish /slendingasdgur are also the qualities that distinguish
Serbian epic poems from other European heroic traditions. The present study aims to
explore these qualities, especially the nature of the famed realism, its immanent
poetics and the common creative undercurrents of the two literatures. It will also
propose that the sagas’ and Serbian epics’ brand of realism constitutes an
evolutionary trend within the epic genre.

Before immersing ourselves in these questions, however, the premises upon
which this comparative study rests need to be addressed. These fall into two broad
categories and will therefore be dealt with in separate sections. The first one will
consider the terms under which it becomes possible to observe in comparison these
two otherwise very different literatures, and the second will delineate the boundaries

and set an appropriate context within which the notoriously elusive and semantically

loaded term realism is to be used.

4 Koljevié, Svetozar. The Epic in the Making, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980, p. vii. .

5 Smiley, Jane. ‘Preface’ in: Omo6lfur Thorsson, ed. The Sagas of Icelanders. London: Penguin, 2000,
p- Xi. ) .

¢ Kellogg, Robert. ‘Introduction’ in: Orndlfur Thorsson, ed. The Sagas, p. XXiX.

7 Coote, Mary. ‘Serbocroatian Heroic Songs’ in: Oinas, Felix, ed. Heroic Epic and Saga: A,” ‘
Introduction to the World’s Great Folk Epics. Bloomington USA and London: Indiana University

Press, 1978, p. 261.



1.1 Preliminary Questions — Initial Conditions

When considering the sagas of Icelanders and Serbian epic poetry, the
differences are more conspicuous than the shared features and the purpose of the
following sections is not to try and annihilate them (if such a thing is possible at all),
but to set the appropriate conditions for exploration and put the two literatures onto
an equal footing, so to speak. In particular, in this section I would like to address
their generic comparability, chronological discrepancies and consider their oral-

literary relationships.
I.1.1 Generic comparability

a) Of labels, essences and family resemblances
Upon reading the very first sentence of the introduction, it becomes immediately
apparent that the texts I mention all in one breath and under the general label of epic
or heroic literature form a rather motley crew, a crew that, to be sure, seems to find
itself together in discussions of the epic often enough,® but whose generic
compatibility is still hardly a matter of course. What J.B. Hainsworth notes for the
Iliad, the Odyssey, and the Aeneid, also applies to the medieval epics considered
here: these texts ‘are not attempts with varying success at the same form, but
different forms of epic’.” The attraction of such an approach lies in the recognition
that subsuming different works under the same generic label need not be an attempt

to destroy their individuality and neither does it rest upon the presumption that the

8 See for example: Ker, W. P. Epic and Romance. Essays on Medieval Literature. London: Macmillan
and Co. Limited, 1931; Chadwick, Henry M. The Heroic Age. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1926; Bowra, C. M. Heroic Poetry. London: Macmillan, 1966; or more recently: Hatto, Arthur
T., ed. Traditions of Heroic and Epic Poetry. London: The Modern Humanities Research Association,
1980; Quint, David. Epic and Empire: Politics and Generic Form from Virgil to Milton. Princeton,
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993.

 Hainsworth, J.B. The Idea of Epic. Berkley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1991, p.

4.



label embodies an essence with which all these works are endowed. As Jeremy
Downes observes, ‘vastly different media and contexts of production, transmission,
and reception disallow any epic “essence.” ' Rather, Hainsworth’s stance seems to
share affinities with Wittgenstein’s concept of family resemblances as ‘a complicated
network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing: sometimes overall
similarities, sometimes similarities of detail’."! While The Song of Roland, Beowulf,
Nibelungelied, srpske junacke pesme and the Islendingasogur are each undoubtedly
something sui generis (the long history of epic inevitably results in a break up of the
form into subgenres), '? they at the same time share many more family resemblances
with each other than they do with Shakespeare’s sonnets or Sophocles’s Oedipus
Rex. Observed in broader generic terms, terms which, as Northrop Frye points out,
we ‘derived from the Greeks’ (lyric, epic and drama), ** being concerned with
narration, the mentioned works all belong to the same group — epic. Moreover, they
all exhibit ‘a certain idea of heroic action’'* and are “artistic expressions of the
survival myth of the nation’," which Hainsworth deems important epic qualities, or,
to go with Wittgenstein’s model, reinforced connections'® between various kinds of
nodes (discrete works) within the epic similarities network. The texts under scrutiny
here are further bound by the fact that they are all traditional narratives (oral, or

orally-derived, rooted in oral tradition) and are either created during the Middle

' Downes, Jeremy M. Recursive Desire: Rereading Epic Tradition. Tuscaloosa, Alabama: University
of Alabama Press, 1997, p. 245.

'' Wittgenstein, Ludwig. Philosophical Investigations, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1963, p. 32.

'> Hainsworth, Epic, p. 5.

" Frye, Northrop. Anatomy of Criticism. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1957, p.
246. The ‘seductive triad’ of lyric, epic and drama represents, Gérard Genette shows, a conflation of
Plato’s and Aristotle’s genre theories. But even as such, it has, David Duff argues, ‘contributed greatly
to our understanding of the phenomenon of genre’. See Duff, David, ed. Modern Genre Theory.
London: Longman, 2000, p. 3.

'4 Hainsworth, Epic, p. 10.

'S Ibid., p. 150.
'® The brain can serve here as a network model par excellence. Connections between the innumerable

nerve cells (‘nodes’) that comprise a brain do not have the same weight. Some become stronger,
reinforced through more frequent use, depending on the demands posed (or opportunities afforded) by

the environment.



Ages, or, in the case of Serbian epic songs, within the patriarchal/feudal milieu and
with largely medieval subject matter.

With these similarities in mind, the sagas of Icelanders as prose narratives mi ght
still impress as the odd one out within this group that consists of narratives in verse
and “sung tales’. Without the intention to slight the aesthetic impact of narration in
prose or verse, in the present terms of compatibility, it is important to note that the
verse/prose difference is in itself a very dubious generic marker. While Northrop

(113

Frye insists that ‘“epic” material does not have to be in metre’,"” Claudio Guillén
reminds us: ‘Aristotle already emphasised that the only thing that Homer and
Empedocles had in common was that they wrote in verse’.'® (The verses of the
former were epic poetry, and those of the latter constituted scientific tracts.) Indeed,
Kellogg and Scholes note that ‘in some respects, the family sagas are epic poems in
prose’.' They are, however, also quick to add that the sagas’ ‘curtailment of myth
and emphasis on mimesis is so nearly complete as to be at times more suggestive of
the novel than the epic’.”® The radical curtailment of myth and emphasis on the
mimetic is something that, we have seen above, Serbian epic poems are ascribed as

well, even though they are not narratives in prose, let alone suggestive of the novel.”

b) But can the epic sustain laughter?
Carol Clover, on the other hand, rejects the sagas as the ‘first European novels’, but

also as ‘prose epics’ and rightly points out that although they deal with ‘generally

'” Frye, Anatomy, p. 248.
18 Guillén, Claudio. The Challenge of Comparative Literature. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard

University Press, 1993, p. 137. o
19 Scholes, Robert and Kellogg, Robert. The Nature of Narrative. New Y ork: Oxford University Press,
1966, p. 49. The same generic label is used by Ker, W. P. Epic and Romance. Essavs on Medieval
Literature. London: Macmillan and Co. Limited, 1931, p. 3.

2 Ibid., p. 49. | |
21 However, as we shall soon see, Mikhail Bakhtin might have well regarded both literatures as being

novelistic. See: Bakhtin, M.M. The Dialogic Imagination. Austin and London: University of Texas
Press. 1981. In particular, see pp. 5-7; also p. 39.



“epic” subjects’, the sagas still lack and sometimes ironise ‘a kind of heroic
grandeur’ implied in epic.* Underplaying the heroic grandeur and the inclusion of
humour and irony is another thing that the sagas and Serbian epic poems have in
common and this is also what sets them apart from other medieval epics, i.e. from the
‘lofty, austere tone, conveyed in a weighty metre’? of the Nibelungenlied or
Beowulf. 1t is questionable, however, whether this attitude alone warrants a wholly
separate generic label, and the alternative that Clover suggests for the sagas, ‘the
long prose form’, seems too general — equally applicable to works as diverse as
Cervantes’s Don Quixote, Tacitus’s Germania, or contemporary pop stars’
autobiographies.
To be sure, Mikhail Bakhtin already asserted that the lack of grandeur (or
“distance’) and above all, humour, marks the end of the epic:
It is precisely laughter that destroys the epic, and in general
destroys any hierarchical (distancing and valorized) distance. As a
distanced image a subject cannot be comical, it must be brought
close.”
This view of Bakhtin’s is, however, built on the notion of the epic as a
claustrophobically enclosed genre whose world is bereft of ‘any openendedness,
indecision, indeterminacy;’” it is the world set in an ‘absolute past’ in which ‘it is
impossible to change, to re-think, to re-evaluate anything’.2® Of course, this narrow

conception of the epic is much needed if the democratic novel with its relentless

youthful energies and its heteroglossia is to be cast in the role (an epic role?) of the

saviour of literature from the stilting grip of the ‘half-moribund genre’* of epic.

Scholars in recent years are, however, very reluctant either to grant the epic such

2 Clover, Carol J. ‘The Long Prose Form’, Arkiv for Nordisk Filologi, 1986, p. 10.
B Hatto, Arthur T. ‘Medieval German’ in: Hatto, Traditions, p. 169.

* Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, p. 23.

> Ibid., p. 16.

 Ipid., p. 17.

7 Ibid., p. 14.



power, or to accuse it of such blind dependence on some monolithic tradition that is
supposed to remain unchanged by individual epics, detached somehow from the very
things that make it. Tradition may be viewed by a community as sacrosanct at any
given moment, but it is hardly set in stone, and modern field studies in folklore®
show that whatever is conceived as tradition always tends to adapt itself to the
present needs of a group. As Jeremy Downes points out:

[Elpic is thus never part of an absolute past, but is always both the

remaking of the tradition in light of the contingent present, and the

remaking of the present in light of the tradition [...].%
Equally, while it is easy to see how the epic’s panegyric roots and its subjection to
the censure of the community expecting to see its own desired image reflected in
their poem/ a story leaves little room for indeterminacy (little, mind, not no room at
all!), this still does not mean that epics cannot, do not, ‘explore and question what
they celebrate’.”® Bakhtin recognises this to a degree and so allows for the possibility
of other genres, epic too (in particular, Romantic epics of Byron and Pushkin, but we
shall see in the chapters to follow how the sagas and Serbian epics also fit the
description) to exhibit some plasticity, indeterminacy, ability to laugh and question,

engagement with contemporaneity — qualities with which he endows the novel.

However, Bakhtin chooses to perceive these developments strictly anachronistically,

% Walter J. Ong gives an example of the Nigerian Tiv people who endorsed their current genealogy
over the tradition recorded by the Biritish forty years earlier; also illuminating is the example of the
Gonja people of Ghana who claimed that the founder of their state, Ndewura Jakpa, had seven sons,
but have, sixty years on, reduced this number to five (two tribal divisions that were supposed to have
originated from the two sons that were not mentioned the second time round have been extinct
meanwhile). Ong concludes: ‘The integrity of the past was subordinated to the integrity of the present
[...]. The present imposed its own economy on past remembrances’. See: Ong, Walter J. Orality and
Literacy: Technologizing of the Word. London: Methuen, 1982, p. 48.

» Downes, Recursive Desire, p. 14.

* Hainsworth, Epic, p. 6. In fact, Hainsworth cannot imagine longer epics without this ability to
question as they praise and deems it a differentiating feature between them and short heroic poems. In
his opinion, heroic poems can only ‘celebrate, affirm and confirm something’. As I hope the chapters
to follow will show, this distinction becomes void at least when applied to Serbian epic poems
(whether this is also the case with some other heroic poetry I cannot claim at present). One only needs
recall the criticism implied in Marko Kraljevi¢’s conduct during his duel with Musa the Highwayman
(Mapko Kpawesuh u Myca Keceuuja), or in Prince Lazar’s inability to recognise his friends from his
enemies (Knexcesa seyepa), to see how volatile this distinction is.



as novelization and so ultimately a ‘liberation’ of all other “finished’ genres from
their own restrictive congealed selves,*' rather than to observe them in terms of their
internal dynamics, or allow for the evolution of those genres. While there is nothing
wrong with Bakhtin’s celebration of the novel, his gusto in pondering its origins, or
his imaginative and inspiring search for its precursors, one still needs to be reminded
that something is only ever a precursor to something else if regarded with the benefit
of the hindsight. In what Ward Parks dubs Bakhtin’s ‘peculiar pronovelistic generic
chauvinism’,* there is only ever room for protonovelistic discourse in what can,
again, only be perceived as the ‘novel’s prehistory’. Bakhtin finds such discourse in
the field of ‘serio-comical’, Socratic dialogues, memoirs, in the traditionally ‘low’
genres of comedy and satire: ‘in popular laughter, the authentic folkloric roots of the
novel are to be sought’.*

Laughter may well be the birth of the novel; for it to be the death of the epic,
however, heroic grandeur, or ‘valorized distance’ has to be understood as the essence
of the genre rather than one of the more ostensive features of many epics, a
reinforced connection between otherwise unique nodes in Wittgenstein’s network of
criss-crossing similarities. The heroic grandeur may not be as emphasised in Serbian
epics and the sagas of Icelanders as it is in many other epics, (although, as implied in
Clover and our two sets of heroes from the preface, some kind of it is very much
present) but this does not necessarily make them less epic — only different kinds of

epic. The strength in our two literatures of other such reinforced connections within

the epic similarities network (we mentioned earlier the propensity for narration, the

31 Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination; in particular, see p. 39.
32 parks, Ward. ‘The Textualization of Orality in Literary Criticism’ in: Doane, A.N. and C.B.
Pasternack, eds. Vox Intexta: Oralitv and Textuality in the Middle Ages. London: The University of

Wisconsin Press, 1991, p. 56.
33 Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, p. 21.



general idea of ‘heroes fighting other heroes’ 3 the public and traditional character of

these ‘tales of the tribe’,* etc.) keep them within this genre.

¢) Networks of generic similarity
Indeed, an entirely different perspective opens if the epic, or any other genre for that
matter, is granted the plasticity of a network. Rather than a discrete Euclidian form
with clearly delineated edges (a form that cannot change), a genre can be envisaged
as an amorphous, pulsating configuration (cluster of densely criss-crossing
connections), groping its way within the space of generic possibilities,*® now
contracting, now bulging in various directions, inevitably touching and occasionally
intermingling with other such configurations, growing larger or thinning out at
points, coming loose, discharging a piece away... Each new work modifies the
whole network, or as Tzvetan Todorov says, ‘each new example modifies the
species’.” From this perspective, the inclusion of laughter and crosspollination with
the Aristotelian ‘low’ genres does not destroy the epic but simply becomes more or
less possible at different stages of its evolution, stretching its imaginary boundaries.
Consequently, it also becomes very difficult to claim that ‘the only good epic is a
dead epic;’* it simply becomes unnecessary to kill off all other genres (existing or
yet unrealised ones) so that one of them can stay forever young. Indeed, Jeremy

Downes’s extensive study of the epic - from the /liad and the Odyssey, over Milton,

> Hainsworth, Epic, p. 5.

> Downes, Recursive Desire, p. X.

% “The space of generic possibilities’ was inspired by Richard Dawkins’s notion of ‘genetic space’,
i.e. his incorporation of the mathematical concept of space into his study of biological evolution. In
this space, ‘the actual animals that have ever lived on Earth are a tiny subset of the theoretical animals
that could exist’. (Dawkins, Richard. The Blind Watchmaker. London: Penguin, 1986, p. 73.) If we
swap the word ‘animals’ for the word ‘genres’ we get the general idea of the space of generic
possibilities. The interesting question of dynamics that make some animals/genres more likely than
others will be suspended for the moment.

¥ Todorov, Tzvetan. The Fantastic: a Structural Approach to a Literary Genre. Cleveland: The Press
of Case Western Reserve University, 1973, p. 6.

* Downes, Recursive Desire, p. 245.



Macpherson and Ezra Pound, to Walcott’s Omeros, Hilda Doolittle ’s Helen in
Egypt, and the recent collaborative electronic efforts of Silvia Kantaris and Philip
Gross - demonstrates a ‘gradual inclusion of different voices, and different forms of
tradition’* within this genre, and testifies to its remarkable resilience and vitality.
For Downes, the epic lends itself to any group in need of defining/asserting its
identity:

Walcott’s Omeros not only exemplifies epic recursion, but

highlights another point, that those who feel themselves to be

deeply conditioned by loss — through cultural stratification based

on race, seX, sex orientation, class, age, or region — have much at

stake in recuperating epic traditions.*
The scope of the present study is not as wide as Downes’s. Rather, within this larger
epic family, the thesis revolves around a more closely knit network of medieval epic
(a network within a network) as a background against which the peculiarities of the

sagas and Serbian epics (or rather, similar character of those peculiarities) come

across most vividly.

d) The way they walk that walk

Reflecting on Wittgenstein’s metaphor of family resemblances, J. P. Stern remarks
that some family members will have ‘the same nose, others the same eyebrows and
others again the same way of walking’.* Both the sagas’ and Serbian epics’
similarities with other medieval epics are of ‘the same eyebrows’ or ‘the same nose’
nature — far more conspicuous. The parallels between Nibelungenlied for example,
and the sagas are much more obvious, both being of Germanic origin, sharing the

tradition. Serbian epics and La Chanson de Roland on the other hand both resound in

 Ibid., p. 248.

“ Ibid., p. 245. | |
41 Stern, J. P. On Realism. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1973, p. 29. Also see Wittgenstein,

Philosophical Investigations, p. 32.
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decasyllabic metre and, concerning their subject matter, some scholars have even
advocated a more (A. Vaillant,”? N. Banasevi¢®) or less (D. Kosti¢*) direct influence
of French chansons de geste on the Kosovo cycle.” To be sure, there are some
similarities of this ‘eyebrows/nose’ nature present in the two literatures that are under
scrutiny here,* but these are not only the least visible, but also the least interesting.
They are also hardly surprising after the work done by the great comparatists such as
Henry and Nora Chadwick® or Victor Zhirmunsky,” whose extensive studies point
to a remarkable mobility and also a convergence of themes and motifs of heroic
literatures worldwide, far beyond the narrowness of the Indo-European context.
Marvelling at this kind of sparse and general similarities between our two ‘small’
European literatures when these are also shared with Turkic and Mongolian epics (or

possibly explainable by mutual influences) would amount to a mere accumulation of

“ See: Zhirmunsky, Victor. ‘On the Study of Comparative Literature.’ Oxford Slavonic Papers, 1967,
13, pp. 1-13.

® See: Redep, Jelka. “The Legend of Kosovo.” Oral Tradition. 1991, 6, (2-3), p. 253.

* As opposed to Banasevi¢ and Vaillant who claim that the chansons de geste influenced the actual
creation of the Kosovo poems, Kosti¢ only allows for a modification of the already formed legend.
Most scholars, however, remain sceptical and ascribe the similarities to the common Biblical
influence (i.e. the Last Supper motif and the betrayal of Christ). See Redep, ‘The Legend’, p. 253.

* A cycle of poems whose central theme is the 1389 battle that took place on Kosovo polje
(‘Blackbird field’). As reflected in most classifications, this battle represents a spiritual core of
Serbian epics: a vast body of poetry is organised according to whether the events described happened
before (Pre-Kosovo cycle/ ‘pretkosovski ciklus’) or after the Kosovo battle (Post-Kosovo
cycle/‘pokosovski ciklus’).

% For example, in an attempt to interpret a scene from the Wedding of King Vukasin in which a dying
hero, duke Momcdilo, offers his sister in marriage to his treacherous killer, Veselin Cajkanovié
suggests that rather than in chivalric magnanimity, the reason for Mom¢ilo’s apparently curious act
should be sought in the old pagan belief in reincarnation. To corroborate his point, Cajkanovié
compares this scene to the one in Vatnsdeela saga in which the sly (rather than heroic) Porsteinn kills
the giant and an outlaw Jokull, who, like Mom¢ilo, suggests his sister as Porsteinn’s bride. He even
advises Porsteinn how to go about winning her hand and avoid incurring vengeance of his parents.
And, just as Vuka$in’s son Marko turns out to be like his uncle rather than his father, so does
Porsteinn’s son, Cajkanovié¢ maintains, take after Jokull. (In fact, Cajkanovi¢ is mistaken here: it is
Porsteinn’s grandson, Icelander Jokull, that better fits the role since he even bears the name and the
sword of his giant great uncle.) Coincidentally, this rather brief encounter is the only instance to my
knowledge where, prior to my own research, a Serbian epic poem and an Icelandic saga came face to
face. (See: UajkanoBuh, Becesmn. Cmapa cpncka peauzuja u mumoaozuja. beorpag: CK3, BUI'3,
[IpoceeTa, [Taprenon, 1994, Vol. 5 p.49.)

47 Chadwick, Henry and Nora. The Growth of Literature. Vols. 1-111, Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press, 1968.
“8 Chadwick, Nora K. and Victor Zhirmunsky. Oral Epics of Central Asia. London: Cambridge

University Press, 1969.
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bare literary-historical facts; it would be as though time had stood still ever since the
age of Romanticism with its first enthusiastic endeavours to establish the subject of
Weltliteratur.

Where the excitement of this study (and, perhaps also a justification for it) lies,
however, is in the two literatures’ irresistible, almost uncanny resemblance in their
‘way of walking’, in the new way they deal with the heroic yarn, in the convergence
of their creative undercurrents. This way is so unlike any other, even unlike that of
their closest respective relatives such as Eddic poetry in respect to the sagas, and
Bosnian (Serbo-Croatian Muslim) heroic songs in respect to Serbian (or Serbo-
Croatian Christian) epics, that, as mentioned above, both specialists in Serbian epic
and Icelandic sagas considered it an idiosyncrasy, a unique development of their
respective literatures. It is in this particular ‘way of walking’, I shall argue in the
chapters to follow, that the sagas of Icelanders and Serbian epics resemble each other

more closely than any other heroic literature.

1.1.2 Contextual compatibility
Another matter that needs to be addressed concerns the chronological discrepancies,
both as regards the time at which the two literatures emerged, and the historic-
fictional times they ‘cover’ (in terms of subject matter). In other words, what can the
late thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Icelandic texts describing the affairs of tenth-
century people have in common with Serbian epic songs recorded in the nineteenth-
century, their subject matter ranging from around the twelfth century to

contemporary, nineteenth-century events?

12



a) Parallels in political systems
In many ways, these discrepancies in time are of a quantitative nature: regardless of
the dates and numbers, the stages of economical and social development in which the
two literatures grew are comparable. The closest anyone has come to recognising this
is Stevan K. Pavlowitch in his recent book about the history of the shifting,
fragmented political entities hiding behind the same unifying name of Serbia, the
name used to provide a stable base, the sense of continuity to the Serbs’ feeling of
national belonging. The focus of Pavlowitch’s study, however, is primarily on
Serbian medievalism, on the political uses of tradition and history (from the
nineteenth century on to the present day) rather than the tradition and history per se,
and perhaps that is why the similarities between the two cultures are mentioned only
in passing, as a fortuitous outcome of Pavlowitch’s conversations with a fellow
professor at Southampton, the medievalist Tim Reuter. Pavlowitch’s main concern is
to expose Serbian politicians’ rhetoric and this is where the Icelandic parallel is
useful. That is to say, he strips the idealised image of medieval Serbia (‘free, self-
governing and egalitarian until the quarrelsome greed of its potentates had delivered
it up to the Turks’)* of its proclaimed uniqueness by pointing to similar
developments in Iceland:

It is interesting to note that, at the other end of the continent,
Icelandic scholars and politicians were constructing a narrative
based on the sagas — of a country once free, egalitarian and
democratically self-governing until the greed of its €lite delivered it
up to the king of Norway in the 1260s.%

Both sets of politicians have no need, and therefore no time, for the subtleties
involved in the sagas’/ Serbian epics’ representation of the past (i.e. in neither case

does one find such a simple sequence of initial bliss followed by betrayal and the

4 pavlowitch, Stevan K. Serbia: The History Behind the Name. London: Hurst & Company, 2002, p.

72.
* Ibid., note 5, p. 72.



demise of a golden age: ‘bliss’ was never unconditional, never flawless) and for
different reasons, neither does Pavlowitch himself — as a historian, he is more attuned
to the subtleties of the past as evidenced by what he considers bona fide historical
sources. From the perspective of this study, however, both the similarities of the
pasts in the sagas/Serbian epics and the similarity of use to which the two literatures
had continually been put are interesting precisely because they are similarities,
because they seem to point towards more general similarities of the socio-political
conditions in which the two traditions developed. Indeed, Jesse Byock’s description
of the political structure of the Icelandic Commonwealth as ‘the mixture of state and
stateless’ is easily applicable to that of Serbia after the Turkish conquest in 1459,
albeit that this condition in the two cultures is arrived at via entirely different routes.
In Iceland, Byock sees it as a result of two forces pulling in opposite directions:

On the one hand, it inherited the tradition and the vocabulary of

statehood from its European origins. On the other, Iceland was

headless because of the class values of the immigrants |...]

Leadership was limited to local chieftains who often operated like
‘big men’ individuals whose authority often was temporary.”'

In the post-conquest Serbia, on the other hand, it is the curious ‘combination of

»52

absolute despotism with a broadest democracy’™ that results in overall socio-political

conditions remarkably similar to those of the immigrant Icelanders. As L.S.
Stavrianos explains:

The Turkish administrative system was based on the principle of
indirect rule. In normal times it functioned satisfactorily. There was
very little contact between Serbian subjects and the Turkish
officials. The towns were centers of alien authority and consisted
mostly of officials who were soldiers who were Turks, and
merchants who were mostly Turks, Greeks, and Jews. The
countryside was purely Serbian and it had a well-developed system

' Byock, Jesse L. Viking Age Iceland. London: Penguin, 2001, pp. 64-65.
52 Stavrianos, L.S. The Balkans Since 1453. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1965, p. 41.
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of local self-government. Each village elected a knez or a lord,*
and each district an oborknez or grand knez. These leaders assessed
and collected government taxes and exercised police and judicial
functions of a local nature.*

Inasmuch as the Turkish Sultan remained away at his seat in Constantinople and his
representatives resided in towns while their Serbian subjects occupied the
countryside and were left to manage their affairs at local and district assemblies
(skupstine), loosely lead by their ‘big men’ (knezovi), the political conditions in
which Serbian epic songs grew come as close as possible to those in which the sagas
of Icelanders came into being. To be sure, while there is no explicit conquering force
present in any shape on Icelandic soil, in terms of some absolute independence, the
more powerful Norway, with its monopoly on trade with Iceland and its inevitable
(step)motherly f:ultural influence is still too close for comfort. At any rate, different
as the particularities and logistics may be, in both cases one encounters a peculiar
combination of the feudal political structures and those of village
patriarchy/oligarchy (with the former generally in the background and the latter at

the forefront).

b) Parallels in systems of belief
Just as we find the paradoxical mixture of ‘state and stateless’ in the two peoples’

political structures, so we come across a similarly unusual mixture of Christianity

» Because of its feudal connotations ‘lord’ seems an odd choice of a word to correspond to ‘knez’.
Throughout his book Stavrianos normally refers to knez as a village headman or a village chief, which
seems much more adequate. See for example p. 239, just above the quoted passage.

> Ibid., p. 239. See also pp. 99 — 101. Like Stavrianos, Olive Lodge describes the political system in
which Serbs lived as largely that of rudimentary village democracy and gives a similar assessment of
the position of a knez as someone operating on the principle of ‘big man’ individual: ‘They were
supposed to keep their district in order, and to collect the taxes, and were directly responsible to the
pasha. They settled disputes between Serb and Serb according to Serbian law and custom. Serbs
unwilling to abide by such decrees might appeal to the kadi, but usually felt this to be inadvisable. The
bashi-knez’s district might not be entered by any armed Turk, not even by the kadi himself, and none
might live there. Thus some spots were kept inviolate from the Turk besides layers of hajduks, and the
mountain-tops of Montenegro.’ (Lodge, Olive. Peasant Life in Jugoslavia. London: Seely, Service &

Co. Ltd., 1941, p. 95.)
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and paganism pervading their systems of belief and finding expression in their
respective literatures. > It is perhaps worthy of note that both cultures accepted
Christianity relatively late in comparison to their European neighbours. Although
Christian missionaries (both Roman and Byzantine) were being sent to the Balkan
Slavs ever since the seventh century, Serbs converted to Christianity only two
centuries later. Even then, the majority of people have held tightly onto the faith of
their ancestors and, according to Stanoje Stanojevié, ‘fanatically defended old
traditions, among other reasons, because they considered Christianity [...] a symbol
of slavery and subservience’.*® That this same worry concerning Christianity might
have been shared by the Icelanders is perhaps best illustrated by chapter 102 of Njdls
saga, in which the old woman Steinunn asks the missionary Pangbrandr if he has
heard that P6rr challenged Christ to a single combat which Christ did not dare
accept: “What I have heard,” said Thangbrand, “is that Thor would be mere dust and
ashes if God didn’t want him to live.””’ [“Heyrt hefi ek pat,” segir Pangbrandr, “at
Pé6rr veri ekki nema mold ok aska, pegar gud vildi eigi, at hann 1ifdi.”]>® Before he
can start preaching Christian values Pangbrandr has to convince Icelanders that
Christ is no wimp and is in fact capable of providing better protection of their
persons and property than Pérr. He also has to fight in single combats himself,
establish himself as a great hero, a figure commanding respect. To be sure, while
smiting his enemies with a sword, he uses a cross as his shield, but then again, the
cross is as much present to further showcase Pangbrandr’s prowess (it makes a scant

shield) as to symbolise the power of Christian faith. For at least seven decades after

55 See Peter Foote and Svetozar Koljevi¢, notes 5 and 6 above. ‘
% [Maca Hapona] caHaTH4KH je OpaHH/Ia CTape TPajMLEje, CeM IPYTHX pa3jiora M CTora wro je
cMarpaia ia je XxpuihaHCTBoO [...] CHMBOJ PONCTBA H noguameHocTH. CraHojeBuh, Cranoje.
Hcmopuja cpncxoe napoda. Beorpan: snaBauka Kibiokaphuiia Hanpepak, 1926, pp. 48-49.

57 Njal’s Saga in: Vidar Hreinsson, ed. The Complete Sagas of Icelanders. Robert Cook, transi.
Iceland: Leifur Eiriksson Publishing, 1997, Vol. Il1, p. 125.

8 Brennu-Njdls saga. Einar Ol. Sveinsson, ed. Islenzk fornrit, 1954, Vol. XII, p. 265.



the conversion in the late tenth century, Icelanders could continue with their pagan
practices (although, admittedly, these had to be conducted in private), the new priests
married, their social status was not exceptionally high (in fact, some were little more
than slaves of the church owners — chieftains and wealthy farmers), and general
knowledge about the new faith was rather limited.” On the other hand, the most
vivid remnant of the Serbian insistence on keeping the old traditions is slava, or the
Patron Saint Day, a celebration very much alive to this day® and unique to the Serbs
among other Slavonic peoples and other Orthodox Christians:

According to the peasants in the south and centre, the Christian

missionary who originally baptized a family, by so doing converted

their household god, or lar into a Christian saint, so that this special

protection is not lost to them. In the more northern districts the people

maintain that the slava commemorates the saint on whose festival the

tribe or family was baptized.®

Again, the special flexibility and adaptability of the Serbian and Icelandic
Churches, each developing ‘in a way that complemented what already existed rather
than setting itself at odds with expected social behaviour’,* came about due to
completely different, even diametrically opposed, reasons. Jesse Byock sees this
state of affairs as the consequence of Iceland’s isolated geographical position at the
fringes of Europe:

The irregular and difficult communications that distanced Icelandic
churchmen from their foreign superiors fostered the independent

evolution of the Icelandic Church. The relative unimportance of
Iceland in the eyes of the continental churchmen may also have

been a factor.®

¥ See Byock, Viking Age Iceland, p. 303.

% In Serbian tradition this celebration is regarded as important as Christmas and Easter.

®' Lodge, Peasant Life, pp. 227-228. See also Lodge’s note (p. 228) referring to a study by Dr. Buro
Truhalka in which he demonstrated ‘an exact parallel between the cult of the lares or larisimus and the
krsna slava, even to the use of ceremonial objects and elements’.

%2 Byock, Viking Age Iceland, p. 325.

® Ibid., p. 302.
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What extreme isolation has done for the Icelanders, extreme exposure has done for
the Serbs. Serbian lands falling between the Eastern and Western spheres of
influence, the Roman and Byzantine Churches each struggling to draw them into its
own powerful orbit, meant that Christianity was not firmly entrenched in these lands
for a very long time, * and that space was left for the old reli gious practices to persist
and eventually become integrated into the new faith, rather than replaced by it. The
fact that the twelfth-century founder of the first Serbian state and the Nemanjié
ruling dynasty, Stefan Nemanja, was christened by the representatives of both
Churches, that his elder son and successor, Stefan the First-Crowned (Prvovend&ani),
received his crown from the Pope, while his youngest, Sava, became the first
Patriarch (archbishop) of the Serbian Autocephalous Orthodox Church, testifies to
how volatile the situation had been, but also that this volatility was not necessarily
always a bad thing. As much as this position of Serbian lands on the border between
two worlds vying for prestige was often the main cause of political instability in the
region, it was at the same time a powerful negotiating tool that, among other things,
enabled an independent evolution of the Serbian Church. Later, after the demise of
the Serbian medieval Empire, abolitions of the Patriarchate in Pe¢® at various times
by the Turkish authorities (the last and final being in 1766), the growing illiteracy
among the clergy and so the reliance on customs and popular belief rather than

learned doctrine, further encouraged the religious syncretism of Christian and pagan

elements that we also find in Iceland.

¢ See Cranojesuh, Hcmopuja. p. 9.
65 The seat of Serbian Patriarchs since 1346.
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¢) Parallels in economic structures
If we consider the economy of the two peoples, apart from the same (quite basic)
level of production with very little surplus being generated, again we find similar
structures and practices in place. Despite continental Serbia being all covered by ‘the
ocean of forests’® and Iceland being a turf and shrub covered island (surrounded by
an ocean proper!), in both cases we are looking at peasant societies with animal
husbandry and (to a lesser extent) agriculture and trade® as the predominant sources
of sustenance. In her ethnographical study of peasant life in Yugoslavia, Olive Lodge
describes Serbs as ‘villagers by nature’® who hardly felt at home in towns even
before the arrival of the Turks,” and Preben Meulengracht Sgrensen notes that there
was ‘no cause for establishing towns in Iceland [since] the population was too small
and too poor to create a sufficiently great concentration of wealth within the
country’.” The most basic social and economic unit in Serbia was the zadruga
(extended family group), a household consisting of several families related by blood
or adoption, its main advantages being ‘more efficient production through division of

labour’ and that ‘it afforded greater personal and economic security in turbulent

% This is how the famous nineteenth-century French writer and politician, Alphonse de Lamartine,
described Serbian lush forests (he also compared them to the woodlands of North America) when he
visited in 1833. (See for example hopbesuh, Tuxomup. Haw napoonu scueom, beorpap: [Ipocsera,
1984, Vol.3, p. 173. Also, see Stavrianos, Balkans, p. 251.) Under the order of knez Milo§ Obrenovic,
most of those forests were soon to be cut down and the rich soil cultivated and used for growing
Crops.

& Apccording to Preben Meulengracht Sgrensen, ‘no real merchant class’ developed in Iceland — trade
was largely controlled by Norway (Meulengracht Sgrensen, Preben. Saga and Society: An
Introduction to Old Norse Literature. Odense: Odense University Press, 1993, p.18.), and the closest
Serbs came to being merchants (like some of the leaders — Karadorde, for example) is, Stavrianos
maintains, as ‘enterprising pig dealers’ (Stavrianos, Balkans, p. 238).

% Lodge, Peasant Life, p. 92.

¢ <Before Kosovo, the Serbian kings found it so impossible to induce their subjects to inhabit towns
that they imported Venetians, Ragusians, or even Germans to people them. The great Serbian lords
dwelt on their country estates; and after Kosovo the Bogomil landowners in Bosnia who accepted
Islam continued to do so. But the Turkish successors of the slain Serbian nobles lived in towns,
visiting their lands only once or twice a year when they came to collect their taxes in kind.” (Lodge,

Peasant Life, p. 92.)
" Meulengracht Sgrensen, Saga and Society, p. 18.
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periods’.”! The zadruga’s Icelandic counterpart is the farmstead: again, a household
comprising an extended family group, its members connected by blood or fosterage,
and also including farmhands and servants. Like a zadruga, a farmstead represented
a hub around which the daily activities were organised: ‘work and entertainment,
sustenance and childrearing’.” In addition, the larger scale needs of a community,
needs that required the cooperation of many farmsteads, were in Iceland met by the
hreppar (‘a kind of parish’,” ‘communal units’™ that regulated summer grazing,
settled local disputes, organised communal labour, etc.) and were in Serbia
accommodated by similar units at the village level (seoske opstine/zadruge) with the
entrenched custom of moba. As Olive Lodge explains:

The members of neighbouring families help each other in every

kind of field work. This custom (Moba) simplifies and shortens

labour: and “many hands” make it possible to reap the wheat at its

best moment, for the fields never ripen simultaneously.”
This way of life persisted for centuries among both peoples and as a result, Vojislav
Duri¢ notes, a Serb ‘from the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the
nineteenth century did not differ much from his ancient ancestors’ [‘c kpaja XVIII n
¢ noyeTka XIX BeKa MaJlo ce pa3IMKOBao Off CBOJUX BPJIO JAJIEKUX npenaKa’].76
Similarly, in their ‘Note on the social and legal background of the saga [Grettir’s

Sagal’, D. Fox and H. Pélsson remark that ‘life in eleventh-century Iceland was in

many ways very similar to life in fourteenth-century, or even eighteenth-century,

" Stavrianos, Balkans, p. 238.

™ Meulengracht Sgrensen, Saga and Society, p. 28.

B Ibid., p. 34.

™ Byock, Viking Age Iceland, p. 137.

% Lodge, Peasant Life, p. 120. |
7 Bypuh, Bojucnas. ‘CpnckoxppaTcka HapofHa enuka’ in: ‘Bypuh, Bojucnas, ed. Aumo.aoauja
HAPOOKUX jyHauKux necama. beorpan: Cpncka KihikesHa 3ampyra, 1990, p. 17.
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Iceland’.” Yet, what we need to bear in mind is that despite the two peoples’ ‘simple
economy’, we are nevertheless dealing with very ‘complex culture’”- there are no
signs of cultural stagnation. Where there are no means to create a hi gh culture, there
is no low culture either: all creative energies are invested and the best talents
engaged in one place. In fact, as we shall discuss in due course, it is extremely hard
to imagine an economically prosperous society in which the kind of art such as the

sagas of Icelanders and Serbian epic poetry would flourish.

d) Late and prolonged ‘heroic ages’: historicallideological parallels
The time when the sagas of Icelanders were committed to vellum (thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries) and the time Serbian epic poems were systematically collected
and published for the first time (nineteenth century), represent very sensitive
moments in their peoples’ histories. Iceland loses its independence to Norway
(c.1262) and the First Serbian Insurrection (1804), although brutally crushed by the
Turks (1813), marks the beginning of the end of an era of subservience and
reemergence of an independent Serbian state. In both cases, the circumstances
(effectively, new/renewed ‘heroic ages’) have brought the issue of identity to the
fore. As will be discussed in more detail in chapter three of this study, the historic-
fictional times that the two literatures encompass are not accidental either. Sagas of
Icelanders perceive the age of Settlement as a Golden Age of successful self-rule
when there was plenty of land and natural resources for everybody, and even the
climate itself was mild and friendly. At the same time the narratives are centred

around feuding, and although the plots are gripping and the heroes splendid and

7 Fox, Denton and Herman Pdlsson. ‘Note on the social and legal background of the saga’ in: Fox,
Denton and Herman Palsson, transl. Grettir’s Saga. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1974, p.

193.
™ Byock, Viking Age Iceland, p. 69.
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engaging, the devastating effects of blood begetting blood are recognised: the
revenge culture is never glorified. It is not by accident either, that the Serbian epics
are centred around the Kosovo tragedy,” its aftermath, as well as the happenings
preceding the battle that had (in terms of pseudo-history and history to a degree) cost
Serbia its independence. The strong medieval Serbia of the powerful Nemanjices,
with its sumptuous courts populated by brave nobles and lavish beauties is at the
same time shown as rotten to the core. Emperor Dusan the Mi ghty (Silni), the
ultimate source of Serbian prosperity and wealth is also portrayed as the source of
great corruption and sin, with his intrigue-weaving lords at daggers drawn.

These apparently paradoxical attitudes towards the events of the past pervade
the atmosphere of both the Icelandic sagas and the Serbian epic poems,
accommodating two pressing needs that the two peoples must have felt
simultaneously: a need to hope for a better future and the need to cope with the
unsettling present. Hope for a brighter future is legitimised by the glorious past
while, at the same time, that very past is being made accountable for the turbulent
contemporaneity. In all the instability of the two countries and the uncertainty of the
times, it was literature alone that provided both peoples with a palpable sense of
identity, or rather acted as a forum in which, among other things, anxieties regarding

identity could be played out and (temporarily) resolved. There is a saying in Serbia

™ The Battle of Kosovo took place on St. Vitus’s Day —15 June 1389 according to the Julian
(Orthodox) calendar (or 28 June 1389 according to the Gregorian calendar). By medieval standards,
the battle involved a great number of people - around 100, 000. Both Turkish and Serbian sources
exaggerate the odds, but it seems reasonable to believe that there were ¢.60, 000 Turks and c.40, 000
Serbian allied forces (See: Durham, Thomas. Serbia: the Rise and the Fall of a Medieval Empire,
York: Sessions, 1989). The battle was devastating for both sides and both the commander of the
Serbian armies, Prince Lazar, and the Turkish Sultan, Murad I, were slain. Although the battle itself
seems to have been closer to a draw than a decided Christian defeat as portrayed by the tradition,
Serbian provinces could not easily recuperate and the Ottoman Turks were ultimately victorious:
Serbia became a vassal state. Svetozar Koljevi¢ notes that ‘for several decades Serbia was to undergo
the agonies of recuperation in vassalage, the agonies of faction, treacheries and defeats that would turn
it before long into a largely depopulated and illiterate land. There was no human drama or historical
impetus lacking for the Battle of Kosovo to be seen as the Doomsday of national grandeur and

prosperity’ (Koljevi€, The Epic, pp. 154 -55).
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that recognises this: ‘It is the song that kept us hanging on, all our thanks to it’.* As
any art worth its name, sagas and epics must have provided their audiences with the
therapeutic, cathartic release of strong emotions such as anger, hope, powerlessness
and pain. Identification with courageous ancestors performing glorious feats must
have been a powerful antidote to humiliating actuality. At the same time, interwoven
with dreaming and wish-fulfilment as they are, both the sagas and the epic poems
were conceived as histories and as such they offered examples of positive and
negative behaviour, encouraging young people to fashion their morality in the mould
of their favourite heroes. In the impulse to preserve this kind of literature different
needs sometimes contradictory, sometimes complementary, have found their
expression. And although the sagas of Icelanders were written down in the late
thirteenth — fourteenth centuries and Serbian epic poems in the nineteenth, they
shared the moment in which there was ‘the meeting between a living oral tradition
and a society that needed - and was able - to turn this tradition into literature’.®' Seen
in this light, the chronological discrepancies amount to a technicality. As a result, a
perspective opens which allows the two literatures to be compared: the economical,

historical and social circumstances in many aspects coincide.

e) Indeterminate equations and convergent designs
However, to claim that the similarity in socio-historical circumstances produces as a
direct consequence a similarity in literary art would be simplistic and imprecise. As

Preben Meulengracht Sgrensen observes:

% ¢pesma nas je odrzala, njojzi hvala.” The line in question actually originated with the famous
Romantic poet Jovan Jovanovi¢ Zmaj, but has long since been accepted as a saying, a folk proverb.
Another illustrious Romantic poet whose many aphorisms became accepted by the oral tradition is the
Montenegrin Prince-bishop, Petar II Petrovi¢ Njegos.

8 Meulengracht Sgrensen, Saga and Society, p. 74.



The emergence of the sagas cannot be traced simply to a particular
combination of social conditions. No corresponding literature was
created in other countries which had undergone a similar historical
development.®
Ruth Finnegan also warns against the idea of drawing a simple causal line between a
certain type of society and a type of literature. In particular, she criticises Henry and
Nora Chadwick’s notion of the ‘heroic age’ as an early stage of social development
marked by an aristocratic, military ethos, and with heroic poetry as its product:
[W]arlike and aristocratic societies may flourish without
necessarily producing the kind of epic poetry postulated by the
Chadwicks — witness the stress on panegyric rather than narrative
poetry in a number of earlier African kingdoms.®
To Finnegan’s example we may readily add skaldic verse, another form of praise
poetry, highly sophisticated and ambiguous, that used to thrive at courts of princes
and jarls (earls) throughout medieval Scandinavia. These particular examples are,
however, not as damaging to reflection theories as it may first appear, since the two
forms of poetry are actually closely related. Namely, heroic narrative verse itself
most likely originates in panegyric poetry that was initially composed to glorify the
deeds of dead ancestors (laudes maiorum), with the narration of feats slowly
becoming more prominent than the praise component.* One would actually be fairly
stretched to point to an early society with a strong military ethos that does not
produce either heroic literature or praise poetry, if not both, as is the case with
Scandinavian countries. What is perhaps harder to account for is the ostensive

presence of other literary forms such as fairy-tales, ritual poetry, comic tales, etc.,

that are not specifically tied to the idea of a ‘heroic age’ and yet can be found

& Ibid., p.74.

® Finnegan, Ruth. Oral Poetry: Its Nature, Significance and Social Context. Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1992, p. 248.

8 See for example Yajkanosuh, Becemmm. Cmyduje us cpncke peauzuje u gpoaxaopa 1925-42.
Beorpax: CK3, BHI'3, ITpocseta, [Taprenos, 1994, Vol. 11 pp. 504-507. See also Vol. V, p. 34.



flourishing side by side with (or, as often happens to be the case with our two
literatures, integrated within) heroic narratives in warlike societies. Inasmuch as
reflection theories indeed offer single literary solutions to social equations, we must
agree with Finnegan that they fail. And this is in fact what Finnegan criticises most
ardently — the simplistic causal connection that does not account for ‘the manifold
ways in which man makes use of literature, and the inventiveness and imagination of
human beings’® — she does not reject reflection theories wholesale. For Finnegan,
literature responds to the constraints placed upon it by ‘current social conventions’,*
but it relates to society in ‘an indirect and subtle way’.”’

Vast and unbounded as human imagination and inventiveness are, what is
important not to lose from sight is that not all possible literary forms are equally
likely to flourish or dominate a literary scene at any one time. While we may come
across a fairy-tale in a warlike society at an early stage of economic development, we
are hardly likely to find a bucolic poem (one needs to be highly urbanised to imagine
‘pastoral simplicity’, let alone long for it), a sonnet, or a ‘stream of consciousness’
novel. The equation in which literature and society find themselves may not be as
simple as that proposed by the reflection theories, but it may well be, to borrow R.
Jakobson’s and J. Tynjanov’s metaphor,® an indeterminate one, with no one, unique
solution, but with no unlimited amount of possible solutions either. Some of these
literary solutions are more likely to flourish (or likely to be more prominent) than

others in particular social environments. In detail, appearance and the ways they are

% Finnegan, Oral Poetry, p. 262.
% Ibid., p. 260.

¥ Ibid., p. 263.
8 Jakobson, Roman and Jurij Tynjanov. ‘Problems in the Study of Literature and Language’ in:

Matejka, Ladislav and Krystyna Pomorska, eds. Readings in Russian Poetics: Formalist and
Structuralist Views. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1971, pp. 79 — 81. In particular, see
p. 80: * [...] the immanent laws of literary (linguistic) evolution form an indeterminate equation;
although they admit only a limited number of possible solutions, they do not necessarily specify a

unique solution.’
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applied they can differ widely — this is where the human inventiveness comes to the
fore, and also where ultimately unique paths of development each literature-
producing community undergoes leave their mark most vividly. Our two literatures
illustrate the point in question very well: with the sagas being prose narratives the
length of a decent novel in some cases, and Serbian epics a short heroic poetry, they
may well be as different as whales and bats. What perhaps constitutes a much more
exciting observation is that in response to their socio-historical environmental
pressures and opportunities, in the ‘analogous functions’® they perform, Icelandic
sagas and Serbian epics may well be as similar as whales and bats.

Inhabiting the impenetrable dark depths of oceans and caves, both whales and
bats (or, more pr¢cisely, the natural selection working on them) discovered an
exceptionally sophisticated system of navigation that is among biologists known as
echolocation. Although there are great variations in detail and the ways whales and
bats (but also different species of whales/dolphins and different species of bats) use
it, the general principle on which echolocation (sonar technology) works is based on
measuring the time interval between the sounds (clicks) that animals emit and their
echo as the sound reverberates off the features of landscape (or a potential prey), the
principles also used in human made radars® and ultrasound equipment. Being
mammals, both whales and bats had a common ancestor somewhere along the line,
but echolocation is not explained by this fact since the common ancestor did not
possess it. Rather, as Richard Dawkins (with whom the example used here

originates) argues, sonar technology was ‘invented’ independently by the two

¥ See note 97 below.
% The main difference between the two technologies is that radars exploit radio waves while sonars

rely on ultrasound. See Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker, p. 23.
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species’ under evolutionary pressure to manoeuvre through dark regions. In fact,
echolocation is used (admittedly, with less sophistication) by many other species: oil
birds of South America and cave swiftlets of the Far East, shrews, rats and seals. The
fact that these similar solutions (‘designs’) also differ in their appearance and the
ways they are used testifies, Dawkins explains,

to their independent evolutionary origins and histories. The basic

rationale is that, if a design is good enough to evolve once, the

same design principle is good enough to evolve twice, from

different starting points, in different parts of the animal kingdom.”
This ability of biological species to converge upon similar designs as they face
similar environmental pressures and opportunities® is paralleled by the behaviour of
various literary ‘species’ (styles, canons, genres, etc.) involved in literary
evolution(s). Long before Dawkins’s exciting thoughts on cultural evolution in
which the smallest self-propagating units are not genes but memes® — things like ‘to
be, or not to be’, E = mc?, the zigzag pattern, etc. — Russian Formalists (and later
Czech Structuralists) had already fostered the evolutionist model in thinking about
the changes of and relationships between literary fashions and styles, the degree of

literature’s autonomy in respect to its environment (literature as an open system — ‘a
y

system of systems’), as well as its role as an agent of social processes, not merely

! And so were the radars independently discovered by the British, Germans and Americans. See
Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker, p. 24.

% Ibid., p. 95.

% Having to scour darkness in search of prey potentially poses a navigational difficulty, but it also
offers an important opportunity — it significantly reduces competition with the majority of other
predators who hunt during the day.

* The word was coined by Dawkins in his popular science best seller, The Selfish Gene (DawKkins,
Richard. The Selfish Gene. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976). Meme originates from the Greek
word mimeme - memory, but was also meant to correspond to ‘gene’, and was thus made
monosyllabic. To the above examples of memes we may add concepts and ideas (e.g. ‘freedom’,
‘vendetta’, ‘recycling’) film catchphrases (‘Here’s looking at you, kid’), fashion styles (jeans, sari),
dances (e.g. the notorious Makarena), catchy melodies, ‘earworms’ (‘Don’t worry, be happy’, ta, ta,
ta, taaaaa opening of Beethoven’s fifth symphony), games (chess, football, hide and seek), food
(pizza, sushi, curry), and many, many other memorable and imitable cultural units.
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their object.” In this they have moved far beyond the Victorian notions concerning
the inexorability of progress, the linear development from ‘lower’ towards ‘higher’,
‘more perfect’ entities — a conflation between evolution and genesis that had more to
do with the pre-evolutionary idea of the ¢ great chain of being’, the one which,
Dawkins notes, ‘should have been destroyed by evolution but which was,
mysteriously, absorbed into the way many people thought about evolution’.*

The reason I mention Russian Formalists in this context is to steer away from
whales and bats and their convergence on echolocation back to the sagas of
Icelanders and Serbian epics and their convergence on a similar kind of
representational complexity. The evolutionist notion of convergence of good desi gns
described by Dawkins above, had already made its way into literary studies and a
particularly good application of it can be found in Jurij Tynjanov’s 1927 essay, ‘On
Literary Evolution’:

The South American tribes created the myth of Prometheus without
the influence of classical mythology. These facts are convergence
or coincidence. [...] “Influence” can occur at such a time and in
such a direction as literary conditions permit. In the case of
functional coincidence, whatever influences him provides the artist
with elements which permit the development and the strengthening
of the function. If there is no such “influence,” then an analogous
Junction may result in analogous formal elements without any
influence.”
Tynjanov’s thinking is highly relevant in our case: while the ‘eyebrows/nose’ type of

similarities between the Icelandic sagas and Serbian epics mentioned earlier may

well be explained by mutual influences or some common Indo-European ancestor,

% For a recent reappraisal of the Russian Formalist and Czech Structuralist thought (especially in
relation to the largely unacknowledged shift in the Formalist scholars from their earlier position of
literature’s complete autonomy towards the one that also takes its social and historical contexts into
account) see Striedter, Jurij. Literary Structure, Evolution, and Value: Russian Formalism and Czech
Structuralism Reconsidered. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1989.

% Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker, p. 261.

% Tynjanov, Jurij. ‘On Literary Evolution’ in: Matejka and Pomorska, Readings in Russian Poetics. p.

76, my emphasis.
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their analogous complex ‘ways of walking’ on the other hand, the particular brand of
realism with which they invest the heroic yarn seems to have more to do with
convergence of the two peoples’ responses to their socio-historical environments, the
‘analogous function’ that the two literatures performed. As I hope the above sections
on parallels in social and historical conditions illustrate, the demands placed on the
two literatures were complex and diffused, with apparently incongruous elements
forced into cohabitation: the aristocratic and the democratic ethos, Christian and
pagan systems of belief, heroic feats and haymaking, great historical victories and
great historical retreats. These could not have been accommodated by heroic
determinism and the unilateral perspective of an uncompromised victor one finds in
the majority of earlier epics. The sagas of Icelanders and Serbian epic poems were
both created by ‘small’ subordinated peoples under the threat of cultural assimilation,
and so the basic epic concepts such as ‘heroic code’ and honour, although still
relevant, were forced to undergo revision. The traditionally ‘high’ epic genre (in
Aristotelian terms) as inherited from the aristocratic past was adapted to the present
needs of the two largely peasant societies and so it got to be spiced up with the ‘low’
genres of comedy and satire. This enabled a more layered, less deterministic
representation of the characters and the world around them.

Similarity in social circumstances does not determine similarity in literary art, but
it certainly conditions it, and although Icelandic sagas and Serbian epic songs are,
indeed, very different — they are not ‘corresponding’ in Meulengracht Sgrensen’s
sense — there are still many points of correspondence, however, points that will be

explored in more detail in the chapters to follow.
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1.1.3 Comparability of the media

The next comparability issue that needs to be addressed concerns the fact that the
sagas of Icelanders (the earliest preserved vellum manuscripts date from the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries) are products of a hi ghly developed literary
culture, while Serbian epics are nineteenth-century records from a living oral
tradition. However, in many ways, the oral/written literature division here is not as

clear-cut as it first appears.

a) On orallwritten dichotomy
‘Oral’ and ‘written’ imply different modes of being for what is still one thing —
verbal art; it would be misleading to assume that the difference between them is
fundamental, especially as many actual works of literature (medieval vernacular in
particular) embody both. To be sure, one of the important successes of Parry-Lord’s
revolutionary Oral-Formulaic theory® has been to show that the special ways of
composition, performance and reception involved in oral literature require an
adjustment in our sensitivities and interpretative approaches that are conditioned by
our literary training, specifically developed to deal with written texts.'®

Nevertheless, once attention was drawn to the specificities of oral literature, the

% As postulated in Lord, Albert Bates. The Singer of Tales. Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press, 1960.

» Viewed strictly etymologically, the expression ‘oral literature’ is something of a contradiction in
terms, as the word ‘literature’ originates in the Latin word literae (‘letters’). However, the nature of
language is such that it adapts and that meanings tend to depart from their immediate etymological
origins; at present, the synonym for ‘literature’ is hardly ‘written art’, but ‘art of words’, or ‘verbal
art’. Ruth Finnegan has persuasively argued for the validity of the expression ‘oral literature’ on the
basis that ‘the term is now so widely accepted and the instances clearly covered by the term so
numerous, that it is an excess of pedantry to worry about the etymology of the word ‘literature’, any
more than we worry about extending the term *politics’ from its original meaning of the affairs of the
classical Greek polis to the business of the modern state’. Finnegan, Oral Poetry, p. 16.

'% As Walter J. Ong explains: ‘Language study in all but recent decades has focused on written texts
rather than on orality for a readily assignable reason: the relationship of study itself to writing’. See

Ong, Orality and Literacy, p. 8.
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danger has been to overgeneralise the findings of Parry-Lord (based on the Bosnian
Muslim epic songs from the 1920s and 30s) and ignore the subtleties and differences
involved in various oral genres within one tradition and across different oral
traditions and social contexts on the one hand, and to postulate an absolute difference
between the ‘oral’ and the ‘written’, on the other. Recently, scholars dealing with
oral and oral-derived literature have cautioned against the endorsement of any such
fundamentalist dichotomy, ' and have argued that ‘oral’ and ‘written’ are better
understood as abstract, idealised extremes rarely to be found in an essentialised state
‘in nature’.

Indeed, along with the myths of ‘pure and uncontaminated “oral culture,””' and
of ‘only one special oral style’,'” Ruth Finnegan’s comprehensive study of oral
poetry dispels the myth of the gaping chasm between the oral and the written. Her
extensive fieldwork and a wide-ranging comparative study have shown that qualities
which we have learnt to associate exclusively with the poetry of literate and
economically developed societies (e.g. the self-reflective aspect, meta-textuality,
irony) can also be achieved without the aid of writing and are fostered by hunting
and gathering peoples such as the Eskimo of the 1920s. Eskimos produce a
sophisticated, deeply meditative oral poetry, reflecting on creative struggles poets
encounter, with a poet occasionally passing ironic comments on his own craft, or that
of his opponent. '* The audience, whose members are something of poets

themselves,'® take great pleasure in discussions about the ways in which poetry is

11 See for example the collection of essays on the relationships between the oral and the textual, Vox
Intexta; (note 34 above); especially Foley, John Miles. ‘Orality, Textuality, and Interpretation’, pp.
34- 45.

'2 Finnegan, Oral Poetry, p. 24.

'S Jhid., p. 133.

1% For some examples see: Ibid., pp. 115-117; also pp. 157-158.

195 While some people will inevitably show more talent than others, Finnegan claims that ‘among
some groups of Eskimos a measure of skill in composition was expected from everyone’. (/bid.. p.

196.)
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created. Eskimo are not alone in this; Finnegan also mentions the ijala singers of the
Yoruba people, and we can add the complex, riddle-like poetry of the Scandinavian
skalds that one frequently encounters in the sagas of Icelanders (heroes of Egils saga,
Gisla saga, Grettis saga, Gunnlaugs saga, and many more, are also accomplished
skalds). Serbian oral lyric poetry (especially the mythological and ritualistic poems)
is also deeply meditative and ambiguous, and there are some self-reflective
comments to be found in Serbian epic poetry too. '%

On the other side of the coin, Finnegan stresses that the repetition and formulaity
which we tend to perceive as a defining stylistic feature of oral poetry is ‘a common
device of poetic expression. The “aesthetics of regularity” can be found in all poetry,
oral as well as written’.'” Various rhetorical devices, genres and fi gures of speech
that form an indispensable part of the modern poet’s and prose writer’s palette have
their roots in oral verbal art. Moreover, the reception of written works is also affected
by orality; as Walter J. Ong argues, orality is an integral part of the reading process:

“Reading” a text means converting it to sound, aloud or in the
imagination, syllable-by-syllable in slow reading or sketchily in the
rapid reading common to high-technology cultures. Writing can
never dispense with orality."®
This last premise (‘writing can never dispense with orality’) has found a particularly
interesting expression in Bakhtin’s distinction between monologic and dialogic
discourse, where the latter has affinities with the oral mode through its ability to
represent multiple (often dissenting) voices (heteroglossia).'® The distinction

primarily relates to written works; in terms of genres, the novel is generally

considered more dialogic than poetry, but with inevitable exceptions: according to

1% See for example Ieremth, Mupjana. Ypok u nesecma: noemuka encke ¢popmyae. beorpan: Huroja,

1996, especially p. 24.
'7 Finnegan, Oral Poetry, p. 131.

'® Ong, Orality and Literacy, p. 8, my emphasis.
19 Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, pp. 270-272.
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Bakhtin, a poem by Heine is more dialogic than a novel by Tolstoy. What has not
been sufficiently recognised, however, is the relevance of Bakhtin’s
monologic/dialogic distinction to works of oral verbal art. No doubt this is due to the
notion being rather counterintuitive: while the remnants of orality are conceivable
within a written literary work, the notion of oral works having something ‘written’
about them clashes with the fact that ‘oral’ historically precedes ‘written’.'" If,
however, the written/oral distinction is (like the monologic/dialogic) understood also
to relate to the aesthetics rather than simply the historical condition in which we find
certain works of verbal art, the notion becomes more acceptable. In the next chapter I
will propose that some oral and oral-derived works are more dialogic (or rather,
‘distributed’) than others, depending on the strength and proportion of what Bakhtin
has called ‘centripetal’ (unificatory, stratifying) and ‘centrifugal’ (decentralising,

!!! that are acting upon the traditions in which these works

disunifying) forces
originated.

For the moment, however, I will be satisfied with Finnegan’s suggestion to
conceive of the oral/written alterity as ‘a continuum’,'"” rather than the ‘deep gulf’
dividing two extremes. Now, to come back to the points of comparability between
our two literatures’ mediums, if we were to place Serbian epics on the oral and the
Icelandic sagas on the written end of the Finnegan’s oral/written continuum and let

each home in on the spot that describes it best,'”’ the two would, I shall argue below,

end up occupying spots very close to one another.

119 A notable exception is Jacques Derrida whose concept of writing (taking a cue from Freud’s
‘magic writing pad’) covers ‘the entire field of linguistic signs’ including the phonic signifiers.
Namely, a spoken word is made ‘graphic’ through its very repeatability (‘iterability’), its materiality
in sound. See Derrida, Jacques. Of Grammatology. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1974,
p. 4.

! Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, pp.270-272.

"2 Finnegan, Oral Poetry, p. 272. |
'3 1t goes without saying that each particular saga and each particular epic poem would have its own
unique place on the continuum. However, for the moment I am ignoring the particular works and am
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b) Orality of the written sagas of Icelanders
As has already been noted, Islendingasogur are products of an advanced literary
culture. Yet, although we distinguish between individual styles of the saga writers,
their names are irretrievably lost to us. Notwithstanding the possible exception of the
thirteenth-century chieftain, historian and a man of great erudition, Snorri Sturluson,

to whom some scholars'"

attribute Egils saga, the identities of the saga authors are
mostly consigned to guesswork. A more modest and (as it is often the case) more
fruitful pursuit has been to venture suggestions concerning some aspects of the saga
writers’ identities, rather than trying to place a concrete name behind a saga; so, for
example, taking into consideration the prominence of strong female characters (with
Gudrtin Osvifrsdéttir as its heroine) and the focus on male beauty as an object of
desire, Helga Kress has argued that Laxdela saga was most probably written by a
woman, > while Hallvard Magergy suggested that Bandamanna saga’s satirical jabs

at the chieftain class indicate ‘that it arose in a milieu influenced by the Church’. ''®

But even if the severe lack of evidence did not prevent us from identifying each of

imagining instead how the larger literary units (e.g. ‘sagas of Icelanders’, ‘chansons de geste’,
‘Modemnist poetry’, ‘Henry Fielding’s novels’, etc.) would fare on the continuum. It is rather like
paying particular attention to centimetre markers on a measure tape (but with no such regularity of
spaces in between the markers assumed), even though millimetres are present too.

"4 See for example Torfi H. Tulinius. The Matter of the North: The Rise of Literary Fiction in
Thirteenth-Century Iceland, Odense: Odense University Press, 2002. Sigurdur Nordal has on the other
hand suggested that Grettis saga was created by Snorri’s nephew, the famous historian, Sturla
Pé6rdarson. See Einar Ol. Sveinsson, Dating the Icelandic Sagas: An Essay in Method. London:
Viking Society for Northern Research, University College London, 1958, p. 53.

"> Helga Kress. ‘Meget samstavet mi det tykkes deg. Om kvinneoppror og genretvang i Sagaen om
Laksdolene.” Historisk tidskrift, 1980, 43, pp. 266-280. For more suggestions about the saga being
written from the woman’s point of view see Auerbach, Loren. ‘Female Experience and Authorial
Intention in Laxdela saga.” Saga-Book, 1998, 25, pp. 30-52. Also see Jesch, Judith. Women and the
Viking Age. Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1991, p. 198, and Cook, Robert. *‘Women and Men in
Laxdela saga.’ Skdldskaparmdl, 1992, 2, p. 57.

''¢ Magergy, Hallvard. Studiar i Bandamanna Saga: kring gjerd-problemet. Kgbenhavn: E.
Munksgaard, 1957, p. 310. Of course, the anti-aristocratic bias of Bandamanna saga can just as
readily point to a rich farmer’s homestead as a likely milieu for the saga to arise, especially as it is the
clever farmer that outwits the greedy chieftains, not a cleric.



the saga writers by name,'” it would still be dangerous to impose onto these figures
our print-culture notions and expectations of authorship. As Kellogg and Scholes
note, thinking that a saga writer ‘depended upon either books or his own individual
invention for the major elements of his story does not seem justified by the

evidence’.!®

Indeed, the assumption that saga authors generously helped themselves from oral
tradition as well as earlier written sagas is widely accepted by contemporary scholars
who nowadays largely occupy the golden mean between the more radical wings of
Free-prose and Book-prose theories of the past. In its extreme form'"® Free-prose
theory proposes that the sagas circulating in oral tradition were committed to vellum
by scribes in more or less unchanged form, whereas the Book-prose theory (again at
its extreme'?’) looks at the sagas as literary compositions independent of oral
tradition and explains the similarity of their style to that of oral narratives exclusively
in terms of the saga authors’ deliberate imitation of this ‘oral style’, its employment
as a literary device. Carol Clover’s 1986 revival of the pdtir theory (according to
which the sagas are made up of shorter narratives, peettir)'?' in the light of
comparative evidence that has emerged from research into live oral narrative
traditions of Africa is an ideal compromise between the two extremes since it gives

equal prominence to oral tradition and to the individual saga authors. Clover suggests

that

"7 See section ¢ below, where I consider the impact of the fact that the names and the background
information of a good number of Serbian epic singers who have contributed to Vuk’s collections are
known.

118 Scholes and Kellogg, The Nature of Narrative, p. 43.

"9 This position is usually associated with Knut Liestgl.

120 Usually associated with Walter Baetke.

12! The idea was originally proposed by Theodor Mobius in 1852 and articulated in more detail by
A.U. Baath in 1888. For a full survey of the development of the pdttr theory. see Clover, ‘The Long
Prose Form’, p. 31: Also see Andersson, Theodore M. ‘The Long Prose Form in Medieval Iceland.’
Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 2002, 101, p. 387.
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[...] a whole saga existed at the preliterary stage not as a performed

but as an immanent or potential entity, a collectively envisaged

“whole” to which performed parts of pettir of various sizes and

shapes were understood to belong, no matter what the sequence or

the frequency of their presentation.'2
It is only with the saga authors that these ‘immanent wholes’ become integrated
wholes, acquire concrete shapes. This might have been achieved, Clover argues, in
the manner of the Congolese singer, Mr. Rureke, who was able to deliver his version
of the whole of the Mwindo epic (even though he had never done it before) once such
performance was solicited from him by the folklorist, Daniel Biebuyck.'?

Recently, Theodore M. Andersson has partly challenged Clover’s argument,
raising the question of *how and why the first realizations of the “immanent saga”
were so successful’,'’® and arguing that in some form long sagas already circulated
in oral tradition, thus providing ‘the necessary latitude for practising those larger
rhetorical patterns and strategies which define the style that ultimately emerged in
the written sagas’.'” While Andersson’s question is definitely something worth
thinking about further (although it is debatable whether all sagas are equally
‘successful’ in the sense Andersson promotes), his actual argumentation is, however,
not without problems. For instance, he suggests that if the saga authors were writing
the immanent wholes for the first time, their style would show tendencies towards

2126

amalgamation and ‘disconnected and repetitive’ " representation of conflicts one

finds in other short-term traditions, such as that of the contemporary sagas

(samtidarsdgur) that deal with the Sturlung Age feuds. Indeed, this tendency towards

122 Clover, ‘The Long Prose Form’, p. 34.

'Z In a normal oral situation (the duration of ‘one sitting’) such a long performance of consecutive
episodes would have been unthinkable, and in a certain way even unnecessary: the storyteller relates a
random/required episode while fully relying on the audience’s knowledge of the immanent whole.

124 Andersson, ‘The Long Prose Form in Medieval Iceland’, p. 387.

' Ibid., p. 411.

126 Ibid., p. 394.
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long-drawn narration swamped with detail'? is also reflected in Serbian epics
treating the contemporary struggles in the First and Second Serbian Insurrections
against the Turks, for example, Old Ragko’s'® rather tedious Battle of Deligrad.
However, other experienced and talented singers such as Filip Vi§nji¢ still manage to
prune their contemporary material and (at least on occasion) come up with such
masterpieces as The Battle of MiSar and The Beginning of the Revolt Against the
Dahijas. It is therefore conceivable that the same could have happened with a
talented saga writer well versed in oral tradition. Also, some of the rhetorical devices
such as prefiguring events in dreams that Andersson treats as specifically suited to
long narrative forms are also often found in shorter ones such as heroic poetry (e.g.
Death of Senjanin Ivo) and could have been adapted by the saga writers to suit longer
forms.

While these and similar considerations reveal that there is still a long way to go
in refining our stance on the degree of the prominence of the oral tradition in the
development of the sagas in general and each saga in particular (as well as the degree
of their independence from it), it is safe to assume that what makes the
Islendingasogur as products of a literary culture different from today’s literary works
is the fact that they are medieval traditional narratives, and that, as Vésteinn Olason

points out, they are so in a twofold sense:

[...] firstly, because they are based on traditional matter and traditional
ways of telling a story; and secondly, because they adhered to a literary
tradition which, in principle, assigned no role to the individual talent.'”

127 The prominence of detail in poetry/stories composed in close proximity to the event described is
usually due to the copious amount of information available about the event on the one hand, and the
storytellers’ commitment to the truthfulness of the account (as well as the ability of the audience to
challenge its veracity) on the other. For a more detailed discussion of these issues, see chapter 3 of
this study.

1 Old Ragko’s speciality are the songs of olden times. Among his contributions to Karadzi¢’s
collections are two exceptional, anthological poems: Building of Skadar and Uro$ and the
Mrljavieviés.

129 yésteinn Olason, Dialogues with the Viking Age: Narration and Representation in the Sagas of
Icelanders. Reykjavik: Heimskringla, 1998, p. 21.
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Theodore M. Andersson™ successfully pinpoints these ‘traditional ways of telling a
story’ in the sagas, be they the formulaic phrases of the type ‘some people say this
while others say that’, indicating the existence of different traditions about a certain
event, the sagas’ references to one another, or the sheer inexhaustible reservoir of
names that the authors were able to procure within a single saga while at the same
time expecting their audience, hardly fatigued by this, to provide the context. Robert
Kellogg argues that the reason traditional subject matter and forms of narration were
to such a large extent preserved in the early written narratives is

because only the traditional form and substance could qualify such

works as being “literature”, in contrast to “non-literature”. Only

with the somewhat later invention of authorship is high narrative

art a possibility. And even then our medieval authors carried on a

long and often ironic love affair with traditional art.'!

Gisli Sigurdsson (henceforth referred to as G.S.) has also gone a long way in
establishing the sagas’ traditional nature, as well as showing how some instances
previously treated as clear cases of literary borrowing between the sagas are more
readily explainable by an active oral tradition in their background, not least because
the cost of manuscript production would have made access to written sagas severely
restricted. For example, he presents a plausible argument that different representation
of the same events and characters in Vatnsdeela saga and Finnboga saga ramma (e.g.
the positive portrayal of the Ingimundarssons in the former, and a rather unflattering
one in the later) are most likely due to different traditions about them originating in

the two different districts: Vatnsdalur that was under the sphere of influence of the

brothers Porsteinn and Jokull on the one hand, and Borg, the stomping ground of

130 Andersson, Theodore M. ‘Textual Evidence for an Oral Family Saga.” Arkiv For Nordisk Filologi,

1966, 81. pp. 1-23.
B! Kellogg, Robert. ‘Varieties of tradition in medieval narrative’ in: Bekker-Nielsen, Hans ez al, eds.

Medieval Narrative: A Symposium. Odense: Odense University Press, 1979, p. 125.



Finnbogi rammi, on the other." Another striking example G.S. singles out is that of
different portrayals of Bjarni Brodd-Hel gason, or Viga-Bjarni (‘Killer-Bjarni’) in
Vdpnfirdinga saga and other various sagas/ peettir:

Presumably the farther one gets, in time and space, from the real

Bjarni Brodd-Helgason of Vopnafjordur, the less people would

have known him beyond what is implicit in the name Viga-Bjarni,

and this may well have encouraged a more bellicose portrayal of

this man than was familiar to the people of Vopnafjordur, or than

they chose to remember.'*

Furthermore, G.S. suggests that even the apparently least problematic signs of
literary borrowing such close verbal correspondences need to be scrutinised and
attention paid to the context in which they appear. So, while the ‘patent and repeated
verbal correspondences’' between sizeable passages are indeed likely indicators of
literary relationships (just as the Latinate expressions and phrases specifically
devised to aid chronological representation point to a written origin'*®), such close
correspondences over shorter pieces of text need not be. As an example, G.S. draws
our attention to how Bergr’s insult of Porsteinn'*® in Vatnsdela saga: ‘Svinbeygda ek
nu pann, sem ceztr var af Vatnsdalur’ (‘I’ve now swine-bowed the one who was the
highest of the house of Vatnsdalur’) echoes the one that the legendary Danish king
Hrolfr kraki directs at his enemy, the Swedish king Adils in Hrdlfs saga kraka:

‘Svinbeygda ek nil pann sem Svianna er rikastr’ (‘I’ve now swine-bowed the one

12 Gisli Sigurdsson. ‘Another Audience — Another Saga: How Can We Best Explain Different
Accounts in Vatnsdeela Saga and Finnboga Saga Ramma of the Same Events?’ in: Tristram,
Hildegard L. C. ed. Text und Zeittiefe, Tiibingen, Gunter Narr Verlag, 1994, pp. 359-375.

13 Gisli Sigurdsson. The Medieval Icelandic Saga And Oral Tradition. A Discourse on Method.
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2004, pp. 156-157.

' Ibid., p. 308. As an example of a clear case of borrowing between written sources, Gisli Sigurdsson
cites Landndmabdk (S 217) and Grettis saga, chapter 3 (IF VIII:8).

135 “Thus it should be taken as evidence of written literature when we meet phrases like ‘nu ferr
tvennum ségum fram’ (‘now two stories progress’), ‘vikr nd sogunni til’ (‘now the story turns to’),
‘nu er par till at taka er 49r var fra horfit’ (‘now we must return to where we left off before’).” (Gisli
Sigurdsson, The Medieval Icelandic Saga, p. 31.)

1% To atone for the his proud brother’s offence against Bergr (and to prevent the cycle of vengeance
from taking place), the temperate chieftain Porsteinn is prepared to publicly humiliate himself by
crawling under three arches of raised turf. Instead of Bergr appreciating this gesture of good will he
chooses to add a verbal insult to this already humiliating act, thus starting a feud.



who is most powerful of the Swedes’) and as told by Snorri Sturluson in
Skdldskaparmdl: ‘Svinbeygda hef ek ni bann er rikastr er med Svium!’ (‘I’ve now
swine-bowed the one who is most powerful among the Swedes!”) ¥’ As there are no
other instances in Vatnsdeela saga that would point to a direct connection with Hrolfs
saga kraka, the close verbal correspondence is here not necessarily the sign of a
literary borrowing. Rather, it is more probable that this is ‘a case of well-known
quotation attached to a well-known incident going back to the common oral saga
tradition”." Such compact, well-wrought expressions as the above insult are highly
memorable and, bearing in mind the economy and plasticity of oral traditions, would
hardly go to waste, but would be applied in other appropriate contexts.

The second aspect Vésteinn Olason mentions that makes the sagas traditional
seems more fundamental, as it suggests that the very approach to creativity inherent
in written medieval narratives is that present in oral cultures. Namely, medieval
concepts of art emphasised the story as important, not the author, and appreciated the
ingenuity of the variation more than what we would today call the originality, or
novelty. These concepts are similar to the poetics of oral verbal art as they manifest
an attitude towards tradition that is positive, and project a model of authorship as
diligent apprenticeship, rather than Oedipal rebellion, the struggle with what Harold
Bloom has famously termed ‘the anxiety of influence’.'*

Assigning ‘no role to the individual talent’ (or at least not emphasising it in the

way it is emphasised in modern cultures'*’) was only one of the ways in which

137 Gisli Sigurdsson, The Medieval Icelandic Saga, p. 316; Gisli Sigurdsson’s translation.
Y8 Ibid., p. 316; Gisli Sigurdsson’s translation.
13 Bloom, Harold. The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry. Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1975.
140 One would think that after the death of the Author has been proclaimed, His influence would wane,

but the swelling biography and autobiography sections in bookshops and the book-promoting tours
that every writer worth his/her salt is expected to take, seem to suggest the contrary: the cult of the
Genius seems still live and kicking.
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traditional medieval literature in general, and the sagas of Icelanders in particular,
still adhered to the principles of oral verbal art. Manuscript production remained
largely oral, both in the sense that ‘an early poet would write down a poem
imagining himself declaiming it to an audience’* and that medieval authors
(*auctors’) often composed their pieces aurally, i.e. dictating to scribes."*? In other
words, in order to produce written literature one did not need to know how to read
and write; at least initially, literacy develops as a craft'*® and scribes were hired much
as one nowadays (unless an incorrigible DIY enthusiast) hires a plumber.

The transmission and reception of written works also in many ways remain oral
since in medieval societies members of the audience would be predominantly
illiterate and a written text would be read out loud for them. The inevitable
consequence of this interfacial situation is that a written text then becomes absorbed
back into the oral tradition and recycled.'* Moreover, copying as a seemingly
straightforward mode of literate transmission itself preserves some oral principles.
Not only does the scribe often rehear and ‘reperform’ the text by mouthing the words
as he writes,'” but just like an oral poet or a storyteller he tends to deal with the
traditional matter in a traditional way. As someone still very much immersed in the
oral culture, the scribe remains faithful to the story, not the exact wording of the text
he is copying. Rather than being enslaved by copying as a simple mechanical affair,

Einar Ol. Sveinsson maintains that ‘the old Icelandic scribes had a certain freedom

"I Ong, Orality and Literacy, p. 95. See also p. 128, where Ong refers to Clanchy: ‘The eleventh-
century Eadmer of St Albans says that, when he composed writing he felt he was dictating to himself’.
142 See Ibid., p. 95. One such instance in which an author dictates to scribes is depicted in an
illumination of the early fourteenth-century Icelandic manuscript, Reykjabok. A good reproduction of
this scene can be accessed online at:
http://am.hi.is/handritinheima/handritid/skrifarar/skrif/skrifarar. htm.

'S On the development of ‘craft literacy’, see Ibid., p. 94.

14 For some interesting examples of this phenomenon see the discussion on the textuality of Serbian
epic poetry below.

143 Doane, A. N. ‘Oral Texts, Intertexts, and Intratexts: Editing Old English’ in: Clayton, Jay, and Eric
Rothstein, eds. Influence and Intertextuality in Literary History. Madison, Wisconsin: University of
Wisconsin Press, 1991, pp. 80-81. See also Ong, Orality and Literacy, p. 119.
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towards the text, they were certainly interested in what they wrote’'* and also
suggests that ‘in their extant form, very few sagas are anything like exact copies of
the texts as they were first written’.'¥” The extant saga manuscripts, Einar Ol.
Sveinsson argues, show tendencies towards both abridgement and expansion, and in
some cases they point to the existence of more than one written version of the saga.
For example, the thirteenth-century fragment of Egils saga and the earliest surviving
one (AM 162 A folio fragment theta, containing chapters 55-56 and 81-83) is
characterised by a more verbose style than the later manuscripts of the same
redaction (A),'*® while ‘the B-redaction of the saga shows a tendency to

abbreviate’'¥

on the whole. Einar Ol. Sveinsson notes similar processes of
condensation in the manuscript histories of Viga-Glums saga and Eiriks saga rauda,
while ‘the longer text of Gisla saga has been expanded’." (Gisla is also an example
of a saga that exists in two different versions.) The scribal changes can be slight or
profuse, and can concern a more trivial aspect of the text such as phraseology (e.g.
Bandamanna saga) or may involve the actual material (e.g. Grettis saga,
Ljosvetninga Saga, Hardar Saga). While some saga manuscripts show a great degree
of variation (again, Bandamanna saga manuscripts are a good example) others show
a remarkable degree of consistency and stability (e.g. Njdls saga manuscripts). What

would usually prompt a scribe to make changes, Einar Ol. Sveinsson argues, is

knowledge of the material that has not been used by his predecessor (this knowledge

146 Einar Ol. Sveinsson. Studies in the Manuscript Tradition of Njdlssaga. Reykjavik: H.F. Leiftur,

1953, p. 15.

7 Ibid., p. 15.
198 There exist three principal redactions (groups of closely related manuscripts) of Egils saga — A, B,

and C. For more detail see Chesnutt, Michael and Bjarni Einarsson. eds. Egils Saga Skallagrimssonar
A — Redaktionen. Kgbenhavn: C.A. Reitzels Forlag, 2001.

" Ibid., p. LXVL
1% Einar Ol. Sveinsson, Dating the Icelandic Sagas, p. 32.
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might come from either oral tradition or another written source), difference of
opinion about a person or event, or simply the level of artistic accomplishment:

The form of a saga might also vary in excellence. If it was

composed with great skill in its plot, character-drawing, and style,

people of later generations could more easily content with it, and it

was then less likely that they would make radical changes. The

manuscripts of Njdla, Egils Saga, and Laxdela seem to give

evidence of this. On the other hand, it is easy to understand that

defects in the form of a saga might incite people to change it."
While the relatively lax attitude of the Icelandic scribes towards the particular saga
text they were copying'* relates to oral creative principles in a recognisable way, the
conscious pursuit of a perfect saga form seems a trait of written literature. However,
the phenomenon of aesthetically highly accomplished forms showing more stability
is known in oral verbal art too, and beyond the concept of formula. Jelka Redep, for
example, notes how the late seventeenth- (or early eighteenth-) century anonymous
biography of Prince Lazar, the so-called ‘Story of Kosovo Battle’ (‘Pri¢a o boju
kosovskom’), preserves interpolated verses from unrecorded folk poems ‘identical to
those recorded by Vuk [KaradZié] a hundred years later’;"** and Vladan Nedié gives
examples of the remarkable impact that particular, exceptionally accomplished
variants that came from Karadzi¢’s best singers had on their successors - e.g. poems
published in 1897 in Matica Hrvatska collections show that nearly whole of TeSan
Podrugovié’s variants, ‘especially those about Marko Kraljevié, singers knew by

heart’."* This, however, has little to do with piety the other singers would have felt

towards Podrugovié personally — the kind of worship of the Author’s person that is

' Ibid., pp. 33-34. .
152 In Iceland, as elsewhere in Europe, the relatively relaxed attitude to the text copied is considerably

more characteristic of the vernacular rather than ecclesiastical writing. It is perhaps interesting to note
that oral texts too show a greater degree of stability across the variants if their subject is
religious/ritualistic. See for example Finnegan’s discussion of Vedic poetry (Finnegan, Oral Poetry,
pp. 135-136) and Chafe on the Seneka ritual language (Chafe in Ong, Orality and Literacy, p. 64).

'Y Redep, ‘The Legend’, p. 260.

134 ¢ | Ckopo 1ienie ieroe TEKCTOBE, | HapounTo ove 0 Mapky Kpamepuhy, neBayu cy 3Hald Hanamer.’
Hemnh, Bnagan. Byxoeu neeaqu. beorpan: Pag, 1990, p. 37.



present in print-cultures even though the death of this figure has been announced
some time ago — but with the memorability of Podrugovié’s versions themselves. As
Albert B. Lord notes, in cases of the greater stability of an oral text, the question is
not so much of the singer memorising the poem, but simply remembering it."> The
difference between the two processes is that the first implies a conscious effort, while
the second does not.

With the scribes working with the written medium under these, still oral, precepts
and attitudes to art render the very notion of the ‘original’ or * prototype saga’
obsolete, if not absurd. As A. N. Doane points out, in these circumstances, the
change a scribe procures does not, ‘in and of itself constitute corruption nor does it
imply a less "authorized”’ text’."*® Rather, the supposed copy itself becomes an
original ™’ of sorts, a valid variation. Instead of a text as a discrete entity, a fixed
object, the medieval traditional narrative, a saga, just as an oral epic poem, becomes
an entity distributed across its various (oral and manuscript) instances of realisation —

*15% that forever exists as a potentiality.

it becomes a ‘multiform
¢) Textuality'” of Serbian oral epic poetry
Just as the sagas do not constitute a written literature unconditionally, so is the

orality of the Serbian epic poems that are going to be discussed here not entirely

1% Lord, Albert Bates. Epic Singers and Oral Tradition. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1991, p. 28.
1% Doane, ‘Oral Texts’, p. 93.

157 These texts are also unique through their very materiality as manuscripts: both in the sense that
they are unique surfaces made up of sheep and calf skins, with various blemishes, holes, pores, hair,
razor marks, and also as uniquely performed entities borne out of a ‘somatic gesture’: handwritten,
illuminated, with lacunae and idiosyncratic comments added in the margins. See Doane, ‘Oral Texts’,
p. 85.

'8 This is how Albert B. Lord describes oral texts. See Lord, Singer of Tales, p. 100.

1 For the lack of a more suitable term, ‘textuality’ is here (as in other studies of oral and oral-derived
literature) used as an antonym to orality. What makes this usage particularly unfortunate and places
some urgency on this area to come up with a more appropriate term, is the success with which the
Structuralist and Poststructuralist theories show how nearly everything that can be read/interpreted
(e.g. body, environment) can also be conceived of as text.



unambiguous. One obvious way to challenge the purity of the songs’ orality would
be by tracing the possible written sources. We have already mentioned BanaSevié’s
and Vaillant’s claims as to the epic songs’ connection to the French chansons de
geste.'® Other, even more likely influences include the Bible, Serbian medieval
chronicles and biographies, or Zitija (e.g. the influence of the Patriarch Danilo II's
fourteenth-century A Word on Prince Lazar on the Kosovo cycle; Kosovo poems’
adoption of the slandered hero motif that first appears in the fifteenth-century
biography of Lazar’s son, Despot Stefan, written by his tutor, Konstantin the
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Philosopher ™), legal writings (e.g. punishments that befall some miscreants show a
correspondence with those listed in Tsar DuSan’s Law'®?), as well as Croatian
Baroque historiographies (e.g. it is only after Mauro Orbini’s negative portrayal of
Vuk Brankovi€ in 1l regno degli Slavi that he becomes the arch-traitor of the Kosovo
poems'®), etc., but also European medieval epics and romances, Byzantine legends
and Oriental sources. For instance, Svetozar Mati¢ notes a similarity between the
foundling Momiir in the song recorded from Blind Zivana (Momir the Foundling) and
the foundling Mimir from the Nibelung.enlied,164 whereas Tomo Mareti¢ draws a
connection between Tsar DuSan’s scheming and slandering viziers depicted in the
same poem and ‘The Story of the Ten Viziers’ from the /001 Nights, a story that has
most probably reached the Balkan Slavs via a Byzantine legend.'® Svetozar Koljevi¢
also notes how the words of the battle-shy Captain Cur¢ija from Visnji¢’s Battle on

Cokesina: ‘For I am not a willow tree,/ To sprout new branches when I am cut down/

And be a willow as it was before’ (‘Jep ja HucaMm npBo Bp6oBuHa,/ Kaj noc’ jeky na ¢’

10 See note 44 above.

18! See Redep, ‘The Legend’, pp. 256 - 257.

162 Gee MaTuuky, Muonpar. [Tonosnuye: Tunosu oOnoca ycmene u nucawe kruxceenocmu. Hosn Cap:
KwwxepHa 3ajequuua Hosor Cania, 1989, p. 37.

163 See Redep, ‘The Legend’, p. 260.

164 See note 27 in Koljevié, The Epic, p. 115.

165 See note 28 in Koljevié, The Epic, p. 115.



omnagut mory,/ I1a fa 6ynem Bp6a, K’o v 6una’),'® closely echo those that the
fifteenth-century chronicler, Konstantin Mihailovié from Ostrovica, reports to have
been uttered by Duke Krajmir while advising his liege, Prince Lazar, not to defy his
powerful captors: ‘the head is not like the stump of a willow tree to sprout the second
time”.""’ Both, Koljevi¢ observes, ultimately have roots in the Bible (Job 14:7).'®
Tracing these and suchlike leads would be a rewarding if ample task, provided
one is interested in the mobility of themes and motives, as well as the
metamorphoses that stories go through in different cultural contexts. In terms of
challenging the orality of Serbian epics, however, the venture is likely to prove more
elusive than promising, not least because most of the written sources mentioned
above would take us full circle back to the oral traditions in which they have roots
themselves. But even if they did not, the fact remains that these stories were received
by the illiterate singers'® aurally and therefore treated as any other oral material. As
we have noted above, in cases where oral and literate cultures coexist, what often
happens is that a written text becomes absorbed into an oral tradition and recycled,
and vice versa. A good example for this is that of Andrija Ka¢i¢-Miosi¢, an
eighteenth-century Dalmatian Franciscan monk who, in emulation of the folk
tradition, published a book of his own epic poems, trying along the way to harmonise
their content with the available historical and pseudo-historical writings covering the
same theme. Miodrag Maticki notes that at the end of the eighteenth and the
beginning of the nineteenth century, Kaci¢-Miosi¢’s Razgovor ugodni naroda

slovinskoga (‘A Pleasant Conversation of the Slavonic People’) was the most read

6 Boj na Yowewunu in: Kapamah, Byk Credanosuh. Cpncke napodne njecme. Vol. IV, Beorpan:
I[Ipocserta, 1976, p. 125; Koljevi¢’s translation (Koljevi¢, The Epic, p. 285).
'67 Koljevi¢. The Epic, p. 285.

12 Ipid.. p. 285. |
169 The above mentioned singers, Filip Vigji¢ and Zivana, were not only illiterate but also blind —

reading would have been physically impossible.



book after the Bible in the regions of Southern Austria occupied by the Serbs
(today’s Vojvodina in northern Serbia, and Slavonija, Krajina and Lika in Croatia).'™
Kaci¢-Miosi¢’s poems have become so popular among the common folk that they
were taken back into the oral tradition and kept undergoing new, oral, renderings.
Svetozar Koljevi¢ observes a similar development regarding Osman, an epic written
by a distinguished seventeenth-century poet from Dubrovnik, Ivan Gundulié, and
inspired by Torquato Tasso’s Jerusalem Liberated. Loaded with allusions to the
Italian Renaissance epic as well as the Greek and Roman classics (the staple reading
diet of the Dalmatian and Dubrovnik poets such as Gunduli¢ and Kagié-Miosic),
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Osman was “translated” into oral folk epic idiom and sung in the neighbouring area
of the Bay of Kotor’,"”" unwittingly, but also inevitably, absorbing some of
Gundulié’s vast literary referential field.

At the same time, one needs to be cautious not to overemphasise the role of these
written sources: the composition itself is still executed under the aegis of oral
poetics. A particular written story/motif is cut off from its immediate origins and
converted into an oral formulaic idiom,; it is adjusted to fit within the larger
framework of the existing traditional narratives and is treated like one, with little
attention paid to particular wording. Through further oral incarnations and in the
changing contexts, it becomes ever more malleable. Consequently, in an attempt to
base an interpretation of, let us say, the aforementioned Momir the Foundling on the
results of various source hunts, one would soon run into difficulties. The Oriental
fairytale ends happily, whereas our two ill-fated siblings die, with a pine tree

growing from Momir’s and the vine from Grozdana’s grave: “The vine has wound

around the pine-tree,/ Like the sister’s arm around her brother’ (*CasuJia ce y1o3a oko

170 Matuuku, [Toroeruye, p. 50.
"7t Koljevié, The Epic, p. 2. Koljevi€’s example originates with Milorad Pavi¢; see note 4 on p. 2.
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6opa,/ K’0 cecTpuna oko 6para pyka’). '™ The transformation of human beings into
plants brings to mind Ovid’s Metamorphoses, but why stop there? Instead of trying
to unearth some Adriatic connection with Ovid behind our poem, why not posit
common (or cognate) myths behind both? Ovid has certainly inherited his myths
from the Greek and Roman lore, and with the Balkan Slavs living in close contact
with Byzantium, their traditions could have easily absorbed them as well. But then,
what about Old Slavonic myths? Could the scene be a sentimental rendering, a
remnant, of a rather ‘pragmatic’ and non-moralistic pagan practice of growing plants
on graves in order to keep the deceased’s soul trapped safely in their root, preventing
it from wandering among the living and causing trouble?'” Does the scene have
something to do with the belief that the plants are there to testify to the pair’s
innocence?'”* Are we talking about a combination of oral and written sources, or
simply a convergence? Of course, a definitive answer to these questions is unlikely
to be found, and what is more important, it is immaterial: in a new context, the scene
has acquired new meanings; it demands a treatment in its own right, and the recourse
to any particular origin does nothing to engage its poignancy.

Another possible way of challenging the orality of Serbian epics stems from
the very paradox of calling these poems ‘oral’, when the only way we can access
them nowadays is either in print, or as good as in print but in, admittedly, more
evocative settings: Serbian and Montenegrin national celebrations and country fairs,

from the moustached mouths of fellows who, however skilfully fingering their

' Haxo0 Momup in: Kapaguh, Vol. 11, p.126.
I3 See Yajkanosuh, Vol. 5, p. 93. |
174 There are innumerable instances in Serbian folk poetry where out of the righteous and wronged

peoples’ graves grow noble plants, whereas thorns and nettles grow out of the graves of sinners, a
stylistic illumination, Koljevi¢ notes, of ‘the patriarchal sense of cosmic harmony’. See Koljevié, The

Epic, p. 114.
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gusle’” and however impressively looking in their brand new national costumes, are

still only reproducing Karadzi¢’s printed versions. Not improvising, not recreating,
not composing ~ reproducing.'™ Orality, of course, depends on continuous
performance, while the texts we are dealing with here are the variants that Vuk
Stefanovi¢ KaradZi¢'”’ chose to put down on paper in the nineteenth century. Hence,
their state resembles that of a butterfly pinned down and showcased. The beauty of
the butterfly lies not merely in the arrangement of pigments on its wings (the beauty
to which life is sacrificed), but is also distributed across its movements, its various
instances: now settled on a flower, now swiftly darting away, now hovering
nervously. Even though this Protean multiformity'” is now irretrievably lost to
Serbian epics, it is important to note that the translation from one medium to another
is not all about loss. For one, ‘the synchronic snapshots of a diachronic process’'”

that they are, we are still grateful to have these fixed versions, just as we are indebted

7> A one- or two-stringed instrument, used as an accompaniment to epic singing among the Southern
Slavs.

'76 Lord considered these ‘counterfeits masquerading as epic bards’ as a special ‘menace to the
collector’. See Lord, The Singer of Tales, p. 137.

' Vuk Stefanovi¢ KaradZi¢ (1787 -1864) was the nineteenth-century reformer of the Serbian
language. The discrepancy between the unregulated contemporary written language (slavenoserbski —
an amalgam of the Serbian Church Slavonic and the Russian Church Slavonic) and the one spoken by
the majority of people was great, and it was this self-taught scholar who had fought and eventually
won the battle for the people’s language and the phonetic principle in spelling: ‘write as you speak,
read as it is written’. Although his efforts at reformation and standardisation of language are generally
lauded, KaradZi¢ has also been criticised for some of the rushed, even dogmatic blanket policies
regarding the break with slavenoserbski (the vocabulary relating to abstract concepts has particularly
suffered as a result). KaradZi¢ was also the first systematically to collect Serbian folk literature, and
even the fiercest critics of his reforms such as Jovan Skerli¢ (see Cxepmah, JoBan. Hcmopuja nose
cpncke krouxcesrwocmu. beorpan: ITpoceeTa, 1964), still highly praise this aspect of Vuk’s activity.
Among the many of the admirers of KaradZi¢’s work were the famous German Romantics, J. W.
Goethe and Jakob Grimm. Goethe had even learnt the language in order to enjoy the literature in the
original and translate it, while the Grimms advised Vuk concerning the way of collecting and editing
the material. For a recent appraisal of KaradZi¢’s work see [lemsh, JoBau. Tpaduyuja u Byk
Cmecpanosuh Kapauuh. beorpan: BUI'3, 1990.

' See Lord, The Singer of Tales, p. 100. Also see p. 124.

'™ Cilliers, Paul. Complexity and Postmodernism: Understanding Complex Systems. London:
Routledge, 2000, p. 4. In the context of Cilliers’s study, the above quote relates to the analysis of a
complex system (e.g. neural networks, organisms, cultures, etc.) that fails to engage with its time
dimension. Any such analysis would, according to Cilliers, be incomplete because one of the defining
features of complex systems is the fact that they have history. If we take the tradition to be such a
complex system, the ‘pinned down poem’ is but a still image, a ‘snapshot’ of a particular moment of

its existence within the tradition.
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to a butterfly collector who may have not been able to capture the butterfly in all its
glory, but has still managed to preserve a specimen of a now extinct variety.
Furthermore, just as the shape and the size of the butterfly’s wings tell the story of its
movements while its colours and patterns suggest something about its environment
and stealth strategies, so do the traditional structures in a particular poem and across
the poems collected point to their earlier multiform and evanescent mode of
existence. In other words, although the ‘pinned down’ poem indeed becomes “a fact
of written literature’, provided it has been recorded faithfully, it also, as Maticki
points out, partly remains ‘a written testimony about a live oral tradition’. '*

The question that now arises is just how faithfully our songs have been recorded,
and also, how strong Karadzi¢’s editorial stamp was, i.e. to what extent the poems
are textualised by the imposition of a ‘chooser’, an overarching, writer-like authority.
Considering the work of his predecessors, collectors of oral poetry, Albert B. Lord
expressed doubts as to the possibility of adequately recording a poem without the aid
of audio technology. Indeed, as Vuk KaradZi¢ has noted himself, whenever he
encountered poets who could ‘only sing’, ' the recording process was rather
painstaking and would involve many repeated performances, as the singers were
more meditatively engaged with the song and more prone to confusion if required to
pause, or generally slow down. Vuk’s most notorious case in this respect was the

otherwise exceptionally gifted singer, Starac'® Milija (‘Old Milija’), who would not

even start singing without a taste of rakija (brandy); but then, after a sip out of his

flask, he would

180 Maruukn, [Tonosnuye, p. 16.
81 | camo nesath;” Kapanuh, ‘TIpearosop’, Vol. IV, p. 367. |
'8 | iterally translated, ‘starac’ means ‘an old man’, but when it is used as a part of a proper name, like

in Milija and Ragko’s case, it is an honorary title bestowed only on “the wise man and the sage who
knew the tradition’. See Lutovac in Koljevi¢, The Epic, p. 314.
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already weakened, partly by his old age, partly by his wounds (his
head was all in cuts gained during fighting with some Turks from
Kolasin some time ago), get so confused, that he sometimes did not
even manage to sing in the right order!'®
It took Vuk fifteen days to record four poems by Milija, with Banovi¢ Strahinja
considered by many as ‘the greatest single epic poem in the language’,'® and the
striking example of the extent to which tradition can, rather than constrict, give
wings to the individual talent.

Even in these difficult circumstances Vuk seems to have managed to record the
poem in a manner that would at least satisfy the singers themselves. They would
often ask him to read the poem back to them, and ‘as they rejoiced hearing it the way
they know it’, they would, Vuk wrote, ‘be wondering just as much at how I could
write it all down like that’. '® But the recording process was not necessarily always
as difficult as in Milija’s case, since not all singers had the same style of delivery.
There were people who could both sing and recite their poetry, and some, like Vuk’s
favourite, TeSan Podrugovié, actually only recited. Apart from his extraordinary
talent and the rather impressive repertoire (in excess of a hundred poems), what also
distinguished Podrugovi¢ was his ability to remain alert throughout the recording
process (‘he thought about what he was saying’ '*) and that he could speak his
poems ‘as though [reading] from a book’."’ In such circumstances, the advantages
of the audio equipment are not that obvious. In fact, as a collector, Karadzi¢ had had

advantages that were, in turn, denied to Parry and Lord, or any modern folklorist for

that matter. While the two famous scholars worked with a tradition that was on the

'® ¢]...A KaKo MaJo CPKHE paKuje, OH ce,] H OHaKo, KOje OJl CTapOCTH, KOje Off paHa (jep My je cBa
rnaea 6WiIa HceyeHa TyKyhn ce Herfa ¢ HekakBuM TypimMa u3 Konaumna) cnab 6ynyhs, Tako 3a6yHH.
Jla HHje cBarja pefioM 3Hao Hu nesatu!’ Kapaqmh, ‘[Ipemrosop’, Vol. IV, p. 367.

' Koljevié, The Epic, p. 315.

185 ¢[...] TOJIMKO Cy Ce Yy[HIH KaKO CaM ja CBe TaKO Morao HanucaTh.” See note **) in Kapaymh,
‘ITpenrosop’, Vol. IV, p. 367.

'8 ¢ Mucymo je, wra ropopu;’ Kapaguh, ‘Ilpenrosop’, Vol. IV, p. 365.

187 ¢| ...Hero je mjecMe Ka3upao| Kao u3 kibure.’ Kapaguh, ‘IIpearosop’, Vol. I, p. 537.



wane, KaradZi¢ had worked with(in) it when it was in full bloom. His position
among the collectors of folk poetry is unique in that, unlike his Romantic
predecessors (e.g. his mentors and admirers, the Brothers Grimm), and unlike his
successors such as Parry and Lord, Vuk was not facing the cultural ‘other’ while
collecting. Born in Herzegovina, the cradle of oral epic singing, with his grandfather
and uncle both accomplished singers, Vuk had the kind of intimate, intuitive
understanding of the tradition that comes only from being a part of it.'"® His ear
already attuned to the decasyllabic metre (often anticipating the singer’s next word),
with the rapport that came naturally (his western, Romantic, education'® came only
in his mature years), KaradZi¢ did not necessarily always have to struggle in order to
record poems. In other words, he was not only the collector, but as Jovan Skerli¢
notes, ‘in a sense also a co-worker of the folk singer’.'* Hence, despite the pencil
and paper in his hands, dressed like a local, he could hope to elicit more spontaneous
performances from his singers: recognising the collector as one of their own, the
singers would concentrate on the poem rather than the ways of impressing a learned
foreign man with his fancy town clothes and his formidable audio gadgets.

Bearing his dual cultural identity in mind, the question of Vuk’s personal stamp
on the collections that he had published becomes a very interesting one. Indeed,

although in addition to his own collecting efforts, he enlisted the help of other literate

'® Jovan Skerli¢ writes: ‘He [Vuk] had in himself something of the common folk, and after fifty years
of living abroad he remained the people’s man. He felt folk poetry deeply in his soul and understood it
better than any of the contemporary Serbian writers.’ (‘CaM oH uMao je y ce6H Heyer Jy6oKko
HapOJHOT, H MOCJIE NefleCETOroMIIber 60paBbemha Y TybrHA ocTao je HapoaHH yoBeK. Hapomny
noesujy je ocehao y RyOuHH cBoje fyle U pa3yMeBao 60Jbe HO MKO Off CYBPEMEHHMX NMHCALA CPIICKHUX. )
See Cxepmah, Hcmopuja, p. 249.

'® The word ‘education’ is not to be understood here in any institutionalised sense. For the most part
Vuk was self-taught and has benefited from contact with various educated people in Vienna where he
had found refuge after the crush of the First Serbian Uprising. The person who has influenced Vuk the
most (including the suggestion to start collecting folk poetry) was a Slovene scholar working as a
censor at the Austrian court, Jernej Kopitar. Kopitar introduced Vuk to Jakob Grimm and J. W.
Goethe as well as to the ideas of European Romanticism.

1% Ckepmuh, Hcemopuja, p. 249.



people (teachers, village chiefs, merchants, even the eminent members of clergy and
royalty, such as the abbot of the monastery of SiSatovac, Lukijan Musicki and the
Montenegrin Prince-Bishop, Petar II Petrovi¢ Njegos), it is known that he was rather
autocratic as an editor, both in terms of making the ultimate decision as to what of
the collected material was good enough to be published and what was not, and also
in that he repeatedly stressed to his associates to refrain from making any
‘corrections’ to the text they were writing down. If there were any to be made, he felt
he needed to make them himself." It is, nevertheless, very important not to make too
much of Vuk’s autocracy in both of these cases. Firstly, his main concern was to
preserve the authenticity of the texts as much as possible, which is perhaps a
justifiable concern considering that the tendency of literate amateur collectors (most
of them coming from the regions where the epic singing was dying out, and where
their schooling actively created a rift with the tradition) has generally been to adjust
what they considered coarse in folk literature to the contemporary literary taste and
the sense of propriety.'” Furthermore, as the popularity of folk literature in general
and Serbian epic poetry in particular grew in cultured Europe, many local and
foreign literate poets were induced to pass their own compositions off as folk
literature (e.g. Prosper Mérimée’s 1827 ‘collection’ of the supposedly oral poetry
from Dalmatia, Bosnia, Croatia and Herzegovina, La Guzla). Secondly, regarding
Vuk’s own editorial interventions, even if these were many and significant (and so

far as we can tell they were not),'” they still need not have been automatically

! See Kapagmh Byk Crecanopuh. ‘Tlpegrosop’ in: Hapooue cpncke npunosjeme. Beorpa;:
Ilpoceera, 1969, p. 50.

'2 Even more informed collectors such as the Brothers Grimm, have succumbed to the pressure to
adapt their material to the taste of their reading public (e.g. consider the differences between t'he later,
euphemised versions of the fairytales and the earlier published darker, more provocative versnops).

' What remains of Vuk’s manuscripts (once the poems were published, he tended to destroy his
manuscripts — from his perspective, they had served their purpose) points to the conclusion that the
changes to the recorded texts that he had introduced himself were scarce and of cosmetic nature,
involving mainly ‘substitutions to metrical biforms and minor syntactic adjustments, with an added
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fraudulent. As Mirjana Deteli¢ reminds us, what often gets overlooked in the cultures
where a living oral tradition did not thrive as recently as it did in the Yugoslav lands

1s that

anyone, even a literate, wholly legitimate individual can be an epic

singer in both senses (as the creator and transmitter) if at least three

conditions are met: 1) anonymity (i.e. the ne gation of authorship),

2) adherence to the oral idiom and poetics (that is, the generic

constants) and 3) further life of the creation (i.e. the possibility for

the performers to accept and transmit it). That means that the

activity of collectors and editors, so long as it fulfils these criteria,

comes into the ontic component of an oral (then recorded and

published) text."™
Being thoroughly immersed in the oral tradition and fulfilling the above criteria,
KaraZi¢’s ‘personal stamp’ would therefore not jeopardise the poems’ orality in any
fundamental way. At the very most, it would have been as strong as that of the last
singer to contribute to the development of a poem (already shaped by the networks of
singers over centuries) before it is finally written down and set in print. To a degree,
this is also true of his role as a selector of the variants worthy of print and particular
singers. In both cases his personal taste would have been very much conditioned by
the communal taste: i.e. Vuk’s aesthetic criteria would have been informed by the
tradition, and the singers he engaged were those considered best in their craft by their

own communities. At the same time, the fact that he was also a man with a highly

developed literary taste should not be underestimated. As Vuk had himself testified,

line or substituted hemistich every seventy-five to one hundred lines.’ (Foley, John Miles. Immanent
Art: From Structure to Meaning in Traditional Oral Epic. Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 1991, p. 114.) On KaradZi¢’s editorial practices see also Foley, John Miles, ‘Literary
Art and Oral Tradition in Old English and Serbian Poetry.” Anglo-Saxon England, 1983, 12, pp. 183-
214 (especially, pp. 192-194).

194 ¢|CIBako, na u nmucMeH, MOTITYHO JIETUTHMHCAH TOjeIMHALl MOXKe OHTH EICKH NeBay y o6a cMHCIa
(kao TBOpal| H Ka0 MPEHOCHIAL]) YKOJMKO Ce 3aJl0BOJbE HajMambe TPH ycJioBa: 1) aHOHMMHOCT (T).
OJIpHIIAEE O ayTOPCTBA), 2) NOIITOBAKE YCMEHOT HTHOMA H TTIOETHKE (OJIH. XKaHPOBCKHX KOHCTam)
nate ¢opMe TPATULIMOHAIHE KIbHXKEBHOCTH H 3) IaJbH XKHMBOT TaKBE TBOPEBHUHE (T). MOTYRHOCT fia je
u3Bohauu npuxBaTe U MpeHoce). To 3ua4u da u dejcmeo ckynpava u npupebusa4a, cée 00K
3a0080.6a6a 06€ YCA08€, YAA3U Y ORMUHKY KOMNOHEHMY YCMEHO? (na 3abeaexcenoz u 06jaébenoz)

mexcma.’ [Jeremh, Ypok u nesecma, p. 22, my emphasis.



the best poem for him is the one that ‘both the learned man can read and the simple
man can listen to’.'” The poem, then, should be faithful to tradition, and at the same
time appeal to a literary taste. But the demands placed here are not necessarily
contradictory: it was Vuk’s belief that ‘every folk song is good and beautiful, one
only needs to find the right singer that knows it the way it should be’." Taking into
account the unprecedented scale of Karadizi¢’s undertaking (he invested a lifetime in
collecting these songs and did so at the time the tradition was at its peak, yielding an
extraordinary amount of material), considering the remarkably large and diverse pool
of singers to choose from, it should not be surprising if Vuk indeed managed to find
‘the right singer’ for a sizeable body of the poems he published.

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the textuality of Serbian epics lies
precisely in the intensity with which the individual talent emerges from the tradition,
in the pronounced presence of the original and the unique alongside the traditional
and the formulaic. Of course, it would be naive to assume that, because of their
reliance on set phrases, themes and rhythms for composition, oral literatures are
bereft of invention. As Svetozar Koljevi¢ observes, if the gifted singers were not able
to appropriate the traditional idiom to unique situations and experiences, if the epic
language were ‘not formulopoeic'” as well as formulaic, it would be difficult indeed
to imagine how a single formula could have come into being’.'” It would likewise be
naive to assume that with reliance on the formulaic ready-made ‘building blocks’
good oral poetry is simply manufactured, even if, to a certain extent, everyone was

expected to be versed in the traditional idiom. As will be discussed in more detail in

19541 ...] ¥ yueH yaTHTH ¥ 1 IpocT caymarty.' Kapaguh, ‘Tlpenroop’, in Hapooue cpncke
npunosjemke, pp. 47-438. o
1% ¢|Ja MucMM, 1a je] cBaKa HapojHa necMa 1obpa H jiena, caMo Baba HahH IpaBora nepavya, KOjH je
3Ha, Kao wro Tpe6Ga.” Kapaguh, ‘IIpegrosop’, Vol IV, p. 378.

17 * Eormula-making’.

1% Koljevié, The Epic, p. 334.



the second chapter of this study, formulae are no more building blocks and no more
creatively restrictive than are musical notes, or the words in a language. For a good
song to come into being, the mechanical stringing of formulae is far from being
enough' (although the importance of even such bad performances for the survival of
the formulae, as well as the song itself, should not be underestimated); talented
individuals are always needed to manipulate the medium, explore its possibilities.
Vuk Karadzi¢ was well aware of this when he wrote: “To a man who knows fifty
different poems (if he is cut out for the job) it is easy to compose a new one’.?® The
birth of a new song is very much dependent on singer’s thorough knowledge and
control of the traditional idiom, but he also needs to be gifted, ‘cut out for the job’.
Moreover, like in modern societies, gifted oral poets only seldom turn out to
be well-adjusted average Joes. Often, as is the case with Vuk’s singers, they are
exceptional individuals, sometimes even slightly eccentric (consider for example
Podrugovi¢’s famous scowl while he told funny stories, or Old Milija’s going against

! often living on the fringes of

the social norm by refusing to share his flask round),
society, and/or deeply scarred by personal tragedies and loss. TeSan Podrugovi¢ and
Stojan Hajduk were both outlaws and rebels. Defined (and firmly circumscribed) by
her role as a homemaker, a woman in patriarchal society would hardly be expected to
leave the bounds of her village, not to mention to go unaccompanied as far as

Bulgaria like Blind Zivana did, but then again, Zivana is a not just any woman:

disabled by her blindness and so unable to fit in the role of a woman in a patriarchal

'* Karadzié¢ gives some vivid examples of such poems ridden with contradictions (e.g. about a poor
mother forced to work very hard to bring up her child, and yet the child all along sleeps in a cradle
made of gold), and all patched up from the pieces of various other poems. See Kapayuh, ‘IIpenrosop’,
Vol. 1V, pp. 378-379. ‘ .

20 *Koju 4oBeK 3Ha NMEieceT PasiiyHH MjecaMa, (aKo je 3a Taj [10Ca0) EMY je JIaCHO HOBY MjecMy
cnjeatu.’ Kapayuh, ‘[Ipegrosop’, Vol. 1, p. 530.

' On personal traits and techniques of singers see Koljevi¢, The Epic, pp. 299-343. Also see
Kapaguh, ‘[Ipearosop’, Vol. 1V, pp. 363-382; and Hemnh, Bykosu neeavu.
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society, she was trained as a singer and left to fend for herself, making a living from
her art. Like Filip Vi3nji¢ and other blind singers, she was forced to spend most of
her life on the move in pursuit of bread, finding temporary shelter in monasteries
throughout the region, diversifying the repertoire to meet the demands of various
audiences (Visnji¢’s included Muslim epics, as he had occasionally performed in
front of the Bosnian agas and beys.*”) Standing up to the brutality and rape to which
their local Turkish overlords subjected members of their families (the terror was
most probably imposed as a reaction to the success of the rebellion against Turkish
rule in Serbia) by killing the perpetrators, the farmers Old Rasko and Old Milija were
in their autumn years forced to flee their homes in Herzegovina and seek refuge over
the Drina in Serbia. The exceptional circumstances and extraordinary lifestyles must
have equipped these singers with alternative, in many ways unique, perspectives on
current events as well as forced new interpretations of those of the past. Comparing
the singers’ experiences and their repertoires, it is perhaps no small wonder that the
favourite hero of TeSan Podrugovi¢ is Marko Kraljevi¢ in whose rendering this
medieval nobleman is more evocative of a nineteenth-century rebel; that Zivana’s
most poignant pieces explore the family life of which she was deprived, and exude
Christian values to which she was exposed in the monasteries and in which she may
have found solace; that despite being the singer of the Serbian Insurrections,
Visnjié’s songs show affinities with the long, episodic epics of the Bosnian Muslims,
as well as the ability to empathise with the defeated enemy; that among the most
vivid scenes Old Milija has painted are those of ravaged homes, of utter loneliness
and desolation. While oral art is communal, it nevertheless relies on a gifted

individual to revitalise it, to generate the contagious changes — the changes both

22 Turkish (in this case Muslim Slavic) officials and nobleman.
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strange enough to be memorable and familiar enough to accepted as the part of
tradition and carried on further in time and space.

Granting the importance of a certain degree of novelty and singer’s talent
alongside the mastery of traditional idiom in all oral literatures, Serbian epics still
seem to display an unusual degree of invention of the kind we expect to find in
written literature, even in comparison to their closest relatives such as the epic songs
of Bosnian Muslims. As John Miles Foley notes:

No feature so tellingly differentiates the two forms as the relative
measure of tradition versus textuality. Whereas the Moslem epic
depends directly, crucially, and nearly exclusively on the
immanent, unspoken tradition for the quickening of any given
performance into narrative life, the Christian epic — generally short,
spare, and integral enough to allow the poet a greater exercise of
individual artistic sense — combines the referentiality inherent in its
traditional structures with the signature of its most immediate
maker. The Christian songs, which some have understood as
memorized and then “worked on” or “revised” as mental
palimpsests, are, to put it somewhat more suggestively, in certain
ways more like our familiar literary works.””’
Before we discuss the possible reasons for this difference (including the ones offered
by Foley above), let us briefly consider the forms these original contributions tend to
take.”® These could be as short as the striking one-liners such as Milija’s memorable

and unique opening of Banovic¢ Strahinja, the most succinct yet the most powerful

introduction to a hero: ‘Strahinji¢ Ban was a somebody’(‘Hetko 6jeie Crpaxuxuhy

28 Foley, Immanent Art, p. 97.
204 This, of course, is made possible since Vuk took care to write down some of the names, short

biographies as well as notes on style and repertoires of the singers who dictated him their songs,
enabling us to isolate personal contributions of KaradZi¢’s singers by comparing their variants to those
haphazardly jotted down in an occasional sixteenth-, seventeenth-, or eighteenth-century personal
scrap book (often alongside love ditties, medical and culinary recipes, spells and charms), as well as
the sizeable eighteenth-century collection (c. 1720), compiled by an anonymous Austrian civil servant
in the region of Krajina (‘military border’), the Erlangen Manuscript. Other comparative material
would be that gathered by the collectors that came after Vuk (e.g. Matica Hrvatska collections, .
Valtazar Bogisi¢’s collection of the sixteenth-century bugarstice, variants recorded in Macedonia by

the Brothers Miladinov, etc.).
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6are’)*” or Vignji¢’s image of the constant struggle of the rebels symbolised in the

never-ceasing fire from their guns: ‘they tied the red flame into the sky’(‘upBen
TIaMeH fio HeGa ceesami’)*; or, they can involve long episodes, such as the meeting
of Banovi¢ Strahinja (as he enters the Turkish camp to rescue his abducted wife)
with the former captive to whom he had shown kindness, an old dervish. Let down
by his own fémily in this venture, he finds in the dervish an unlikely helper, and
more: if for a moment the two enemies, both destined to loneliness, become the two
closest beings on earth through sharing their stories of ravaged homes. Building the
subtle portrayals of characters (such as Milija’s old dervish) is another way in which
the singer’s personal touch is felt. For example, in the eighteenth-century Erlangen
Manuscript variant of the Death of Duke Prijezda, the wife of the brave duke,
Vidosava, is a silent, passive figure who duly plunges to her death after her husband
(outnumbered by the Turks, and having already destroyed his horse and his sabre to
prevent them from falling into his enemy’s hands), bids her join him: ‘Vidosava, my
faithful love,/ come, love, into the water Morava,/ so that the Turkish Tsar may not
have you, my dear’ (‘BuTOCaBO BbpHa 11060 Most/ aufu 1060 y MOpaBy BOjly/ [ia Te
IyLIo Typcku 1'pb He mo6u’).”” In the version of Blind Jeca/ Jelisaveta (the
apprentice of Zivana), both characters are given fuller, psychologically motivated
portrayals. Firstly, Prijezda does not simply order his wife to jump off the
battlements into the river. Unlike his Erlangen counterpart, Jeca’s Prijezda seems to
perceive his wife as a human being (not a possession of the same rank as his horse

and the sabre that he destroys) who must have a choice: ‘“Would you rather die along

25 Banosuh Cmpaxura. In: Kapaguh, Vol. II, p. 191.

2 Boj na Jloanuyu. In: Kapamh, Vol. IV, p. 183, Koljevi¢’s translation (Koljevié, The Epic, p.341).
27 Epaanzencku pyKkonuc cmapux cpncKoxpeamcKkux Hapoonux necama. Iepxapn I'eseMaH, ed:
Cpemcku Kapnosuu: Cprnicka MaHacTHpCKa ITaMnapHja, 1925, p. 95. I have tried, so much at it was
possible, to present the original Cyrillic characters as they appear in the printed version of the
manuscript. In a few cases, however, I had to use the closest characters available to me (‘b’ in
‘sbpHa’, and ‘s’ in ‘Most’ are slightly different in the original).
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with me,/ or be a faithful love to the Turk?’ (‘Winm Boymim ca MHOM noruHyTH,/ W'
TypunHy Gutn /by6a Bepna?’).?® The wife (in this version, perhaps not accidentally,
named Jela/Jelica®®) whose active presence is felt throughout the poem (e.g. it was
she who discovers the hidden Turks in the crypts of their castle, realising that her
husband’s warriors will be overpowered), not only accepts to join him, but utters the
final climactic words as the couple part from this world: ‘“The Morava water
nourished us,/ let the Morava water bury us’ (‘Mopaga Hac Boa ofjpaHuna,’ HeK
Mopasa Boga u capanm’).”' This gnomic parallelism and the wordplay of the
phonetically and etymologically related verbs odraniti/ saraniti (‘to nourish’/ ‘to
bury’) are not to be found anywhere else in the corpus.

More often, however, the originality of the contribution is not reflected in
such novel material, but in the way singers bounce off, and sometimes even subvert
the existing formulae. John Foley gives a thorough account of such instances in
Visnji¢’s poem The Death of Kraljevi¢ Marko, where, for example, the whole
elaborate formula of the hero dressing/ arming himself and readying his horse is
inverted (the hero is disarming himself, destroying his status symbols), as he readies
himself for death, ‘this greatest of challenges’.?'' In Milija’s version of Banovi¢
Strahinja, instead of jumping ‘to his nimble feet’ (‘Ha Hore narane’) upon receiving
devastating news about the destruction of his home, as is the usual reaction of heroes
in his position, Strahinja is instead paralysed in his seat, ‘his dark moustaches he
hung low/ the dark moustaches dropped upon his shoulders/ his countenance showed

a fierce frown/ his tears were just about to flow’ (‘Mpke 6pke HUCKO 06jecHO,/ MPKH

28 Cupm eojeode ITpujeade in: Kapagmh, Vol. 11, p. 359.
2 Blind Jeca (short for Jelena/Jelisaveta) indeed lends her own name to the heroine. At the same

time, it should be noted that this name is usually borne by faithful wives in the tradition.
210 Cupm sojeode IMpujesoe, pp. 359 - 360.
2! Foley, Immanent Art, p. 132.



Gpim mam1 Ha pameHa,/ y 06pas ce JbyTO HaMpJMO,/ FOTOBE My cy3e yiaputh’).”? The
effect is here achieved by consciously avoiding the formula and yet counting on the
audience’s expectation of it: so greatly overwhelmed is Strahinja with the mixture of
anger and pain (a stroke of genius in its own ri ght), that he completely fails to react
as is socially expected of him.?

Foley’s explanation of the high degree of song-specific inventions in Serbo-
Croat Christian epic — that the size of the poems makes them particularly conducive
to exercise of the singers’ individual artistry, as well as the one he adopts from James
Holoka (the songs are short, so they can be memorised and worked on ‘as mental
palimpsests’), while reasonable and valid, only go so far, however. For one, the fact
that the poems are relatively short and easier to memorise equally lends itself to a
contrary interpretation: shorter poems, precisely because they are easier to memorise
are likely to achieve greater stability, remain unchanged for generations.**
Furthermore, in order to be able to remember all the inventions added (if these were
in any way the singers’ goal), it is logical to expect that the singers would endeavour
to keep their own versions relatively short, yet Milija’s version of Banovic Strahinja
(the most ‘literary’ of the existing versions), runs over eight hundred lines. Another
factor that needs to be taken into consideration, involves the already mentioned
exceptional circumstance, the role of sheer chance. The first aspect of it concerns the
extent to which the recorded poems as ‘synchronic snapshots’, represent the tradition

as a whole. While the later recordings show that Visnji¢’s songs about the First

212 Banoeut Cmpaxurwa, in: Kapaguh, Vol. 11, p. 194. My translation is based on that in Holton.
Milne, and Mihailovich, Vasa D. transl. Songs of the Serbian People. Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh
University Press, 1997, p. 112, but I have striven to remain closer to the original, even if the

translation itself is slightly clumsier as a result.
213 For more examples of the singers’ individual contributions, see Koljevi¢, The Epic, pp. 299-343.

214 This is the case with the shorter lyric poetry for example, where it is enough to hear a poem once
and to remember it. See Kapamh, ‘[Ipegrosop’, Vol IV, p. 376.
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Serbian Uprising were adopted by other singers and passed on" (thus effectively
turning some of the formulopoeic elements into formulaic, increasing their chances
of survival), no such thing has occurred with Milija’s opening of Banovi¢ Strahinja
(nor other finer points concerning the characterisation) in the later recorded variants
of the poem.*'° The second aspect we mentioned concerning the role played by a
historical accident is that the right person (Vuk Karad?i¢) found himself in the right
place and at the right time to record these poems, when the tradition was at jts zenith,
or rather, at the time when it was undergoing a renaissance. For Alois Schmaus, it is
not simply the medium (the length of the poem), but crucially, the conducive socio-
historical conditions that are accountable for the higher degree of invention in
Christian, rather than Muslim epic. According to Schmaus, the “epic age’ in Bosnian
Muslim poems is preserved in memory, ‘its fighting élan, its ethos is not being
regenerated in everyday skirmishes, as is the case with the Christian song till near the
end of the Turkish rule’.?"” The same difference, but among the Christian songs (of
different periods) themselves — KaradZi¢’s on the one hand, and those in the
Erlangen manuscript on the other — has been noted by Miodrag Maticki, and a
similar explanation offered:

The Uprising not only brought the patriotic tone into the folk epic

tradition, but caused a new wave of epic heroics, in which people

sang differently, even about the events from before the

Insurrection. It is only the singers from the Uprising, such as

Podrugovi€ and Visnjié, that could elevate the songs about Marko

Kraljevi¢ from the material with heroic-mythic markers that we

find in the Erlangen manuscript, to a complex poetry in which that
material often undergoes a humorous stripping of pathos.*"®

215 See Heputh, Byxosu nesauu, p. 61.
216 For a detailed account of how Milija’s version compares to other recorded variants of Banovic

Strahinja, see Meneruna, Paocas. ‘ banosuh Cmpaxuwa y Kpyry Bapujasara' in: Heguh, Brnapan, ed.
Hapoona krwuxcesnocm. Beorpan: Homur, 1966, pp. 207-224.

2'7 |*‘Encko 06a ce 4yyBa y cehawy, amu| wero 60pOeHH eJ1aH, BeTOB €TOC ce He 0OHaB/ba
CBaKOQHEBHMM CYKOOMMa, Kao LITO je TO CJIyyaj ca XpHLIhaHCKOM MECMOM CBe JI0 Npef Kpaj TYpckKe
snajasute.' [liMayc, Anoj3. 'Ctymmje o kpajunckoj eruun.' in: Hepuh, Hapoona krwuxcesnocm. p. 287.
218 ¢ Y cTaHAK HMjE CAaMO YHEO POJIOJbyGHB TOH Y HAPOHY €MHKY, Beh je Npoy3poKOBa0 HOBH Taslac
elcKe XEpOoHKe, Y KOjeM ce ApyrauMje NeBajio, Yax M o florabajuMa npe ycraHka. Tek neBaun u3
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Svetozar Koljevié shares a similar view, drawing our attention to how the fact that
the personal fates of singers often reflected important aspects of contemporary
history, the increased likelihood of "bumping’ into a subject never treated before, and
also sheer imaginative and moral insi ghts may have forced upon singers the
"deviation into originality’.*"” The invention had not occurred because singers ‘cared
to be avant-garde’ .

This observation also forces us to put the artistry and originality of particular
singers into perspective, to avoid likening it entirely to that present in written texts
and pursued for its own sake by modern authors. As Walter Ong rightly points out,
inventions are in oral cultures ‘seldom ever explicitly touted for their novelty but are
presented as fitting the traditions of the ancestors’.”! Hence, when he gives his
special rendering of Marko Kraljevi¢, Te§an Podrugovié is not pursuing an original
portrayal in that it has to differ from those offered by his predecessors (even though
effectively the result is precisely such), but showing Marko as he was supposed to
have been. This inverted perspective on originality is somewhat reminiscent of
Michelangelo’s alleged response to people wondering at his ability to make
incredibly lifelike sculptures out of stone: he does not make them, he supposedly
said, but rather ‘frees’ what is already there, trapped in the stone. In his portrayal of
Marko, Podrugovié is likewise ‘freeing’, making visible, what is already there within
the tradition. The aesthetic implications of this different perspective on creativity and

its relation to the realism of the two literatures will be traced in the next chapter. The

purpose of this section, however, was to draw attention to the complexities that

ycraHka, monyT [Togpyrosuha m Bruinmwuha, Mormu cy na necme o Mapky Kpabesuhy y3aurHy o
rpabe ¢ XepoHYHO MMTCKMM Ha3HauewhHMa KakBy Hajllasumo Y EpaaHrenckoM pykomucy Jio clioxkeHe

1noe3uje y Kojoj Ta rpaba 1oXXHMBIbaBa YECTO M XYMOPHY AenaTeTH3aujy. Matuuxu, /Tonosnuye, p. 27.
29 Koljevié, The Epic, pp. 342-343.

20 Ibid., p. 342.

21 Ong, Orality and Literacy, p. 42.
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surround the notion of authorship in both the sagas of Icelanders and the epic poems
of Serbia: neither are the songs (in the state that I am approaching them) completely
oral and authorless, nor do the sagas clearly belong to the written tradition, free from

oral and formulaic elements. This makes them comparable.

1.2 The Emergent Realism of the Sagas of Icelanders and Serbian
Epic Poetry

1.2.1 An overview of the problem

a) In the mighty shadow of the nineteenth century
As noted at the beginning of this study, both South Slavic and Old Norse academic
communities consider realism in representation as a special feature of their
respective literatures, yet for such a firmly established, distinctive quality, this
realism comes across as surprisingly elusive and amorphous when it comes to
defining it. The explorations of it have in both camps mainly gravitated towards
comparisons with nineteenth-century realistic fiction, whether as a consequence of
the popularity of the novel in the past two centuries, the positivist quest for the two
literatures’ historicity, or the more recent trends that treat them as ‘vehicles of
cultural memory’.** So, for example, Einar Ol. Sveinsson notes that ‘one of the
chief characteristics of classical Family Sagas is the illusion of reality which they
create’? and Joseph Harris views them as ‘a species of historical fiction [...] that

anticipates the historical novel’.”* We have already noted Scholes and Kellogg’s

22 Eor a similar assessment regarding the sagas see Clunies Ross, Margaret ‘Realism and the Fantastic
in the Old Icelandic Sagas’ Scandinavian Studies. 2002 74 :4, pp. 443 — 54, or Lonnroth, Lars.
‘Dreams in the Sagas.’” Scandinavian Studies. 2002. 74 :4, pp. 455-63.

23 Einar Ol. Sveinsson, Dating the Icelandic Sagas, p.116.
24 Harris, Joseph. ‘Saga as historical novel’ in: Lindow, John et al, eds. Structure and Meaning in Old

Norse Literature: New Approaches to Textual Analysis and Literary Criticism. Odense: Odense
University Press, 1986, p. 218.



remark that ‘curtailment of myth and emphasis on mimesis is so nearly complete as
to be at times more suggestive of the novel than the epic’,* as well as Mary Coote’s
observation that ‘the involvement of heroic songs with daily life gives them air of
realism and historicity’.?*® Coote further suggests that ‘overtly supernatural
phenomena play a minor role in Serbocroatian heroic songs’*’ and Vojislav Durié
also casts the supernatural and the religious in a minor role, as ‘some kind of a
decoration’ (‘HekakaB ykpac’), emphasising rather the faith in human heroism as the
source of ‘the exceptional power of realism in our folk epic’ (‘n3ysetH[e] cHar[e]
pea3Ma Hallle HapofHe enuKe’ ).

Alongside this main stream, a corrective counter-current that would not let
the mythical and the fantastic in the two literatures be dismissed lightly is also
observable. In his lifelong investigations of old Serbian religion and myth, Veselin
Cajkanovi¢ makes Serbian epics one of his chief sources, and remarks (not without
resignation) that, as far as this material is concerned, history has “so far, completely
erroneously, seized for itself a lion’s share’.”” Recently, Margaret Clunies Ross has
criticised scholarly fascination with realism in the sagas for its resulting ‘tendency
not to take adequate notice of the non-realistic dimensions of saga literature’,”° while
Lars Lonnroth reminds us that when the sagas were first assessed as great literature

‘it was not their realism that was praised but rather their mythical horrors and

sublime imagination’.*' As a reaction to this state of affairs, Lonnroth notes the

following change in saga scholarship:

25 Gcholes and Kellogg, Narrative, p. 49.

26 Coote, * Serbocroatian Heroic Songs’, p. 261.

27 Ibid., p. 261.

28 Bypuh, ‘ CpnicKoxpBaTcKa HapojiHa emuka’, p. 21.

29 ¢ gcTopHja | Koja je Jio cajia, CaCBUM HEeTIpaBHIIHO, npucBajana ceGH JaBOBCKH €O ... |
YajkaHosuh, Cmapa cpncka peauauja u mumoanozuja, Vol. V, p. 34.

20 Clunies Ross, Margaret ‘Realism and the Fantastic in the Old Icelandic Sagas.” Scandinavian

Studies. 2002, 74 (4), p. 445.
B1 | snnroth, Lars. ‘Dreams in the Sagas’, Scandinavian Studies. 2002. 74 (4), p. 455.

s
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Yet even those who tend to value the realistic mode of the classical
family sagas to the exclusion of everything else have had to admit that
these apparently sober stories about farming, feuding, and family life of
Icelandic settlers indeed contain some mythical and fantastic elements,
which seem to undermine the apparent realism of the narrative. In
recent years, these elements have attracted the attention of scholars who
are unwilling to read sagas primarily or exclusively as works of
realism. >

What rings deeply true in these scholars’ critique is that nineteenth-century realism is
an inadequate standard by which to measure the realism of the sagas. In the 1920s
Roman Jakobson had already problematised this tendency of the scholarship in
general to endow nineteenth-century fiction with the status of an ultimate standard of
realism. He says that, despite the fact that artists belonging to different literary
periods (classicists, romantics, modernists, etc.) all proclaimed realism as their
motto, it is

[...] in the nineteenth century [that] this motto gave rise to an artistic

movement. It was primarily the late copiers of that trend who outlined

the currently recognized history of art, in particular, the history of

literature. Hence, one specific case, one separate artistic movement

was identified as the ultimate manifestation of realism in art and was

made the standard by which to measure the degree of realism in

preceding and succeeding artistic movements.””
The consequence of having such a standard in literary criticism is that everything

else (in our case Icelandic sagas and Serbian epics) will necessarily be subordinated

to it, forced to fit, and thus a priori found defective.

22 Ibid., p.455.

B3 yakobson, Roman. ‘On Realism in Art’ in: Ladislav Matejka and Krystyna Pomorska, eds.
Readings in Russian Poetics: Formalist and Structuralist Views. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT
Press, 1971, p. 39. Friedrich Nietzsche offers a similar assessment, although tinged with disapproval:
“All good art has always deluded itself into thinking it is realistic!” (Quoted in Stern, J.P. On Realism.
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1973, p. 74). See also Scholes and Kellogg, The Nature of
Narrative, pp. 230 - 231: “The novel’s great virtue lay in finding a way to combine the tragic concern
for the individual with the comic concern for society. That the novelists called this impulse “realism”
and felt that they had arrived at the ultimate way of representing “reality”” must not deceive us. Theirs
was simply a new decorum, more easily achieved in narrative than drama, and itself subject to
alteration as new ways of conceiving of the individual and society became available.’



b) ‘The everyday’ versus ‘the Sfantastic’?
While I would agree that a more precise qualification of realism in the sagas and
Serbian epics is needed, I find myself equally dissatisfied when the solutions are
sought in a kind of poetic justice, the transferral of scholarly interest from what they
deem ‘realistic’ to ‘non-realistic dimensions of the saga literature’ since this reversal
itself entirely rests on the premise that ‘realistic’ needs to be the nineteenth-century
kind of realistic.” It is only under this premise that the ‘mythical and fantastic
elements’ are directly juxtaposed to, and found to undermine the ‘sober stories about
farming’ or ‘daily life’. Once the ‘mythic and fantastic elements’ are brought under
closer scrutiny, however, and compared to the ‘mythic and fantastic elements’ in
Beowulf, Nibelungenlied, or, indeed, fornaldarségur, this juxtaposition becomes
void, since, in the way these elements are represented, they still have much more in
common with the ‘sober stories about farming’. It immediately becomes apparent
that, when it comes to the quality of ‘sublime imagination’ in the strict terms of
‘mythical horror’ Beowulf, Nibelungenlied, and fornaldarségur surpass the sagas of
Icelanders and Serbian epics by far. To see this one only need juxtapose the blind
fury, the talons, the claws and fiendish dexterity that Grendel’s mother unleashes at
Beowulf, with the panic and impotence of vila (fairy) Ravijojla as she flees helter-
skelter in front of an enraged Marko Kraljevi¢ whose blood-brother Milo§ she shot
with an arrow. The unfathomable malevolence of Grendel and his mother that
radiates even from their dead bodies, is hardly to be matched by the captured and
thrashed Ravijojla compelled to heal Milo§’s wounds and left to complain to her
fellow fairies more in a manner of a battered wife who ‘overstepped her boundaries’,

than the free, mischievous and self-willed mountain sprite who has been grievously

24 Of course, ‘the nineteenth century kind of realism’ is itself a construct assuming a degree of
homogeneity between works as different as those of Dickens, Balzac and Tolstoy.
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offended. Similarly, compared to the sheer monstrosity, sexual aggressiveness and
predatory nature of the giantesses in fornaldarsogur, the two daughters of the giant
Porir with whom Grettir frolics about in the meadows hidden among the glaciers

more resemble the meek (if slightly saucy) shepherdesses of pastoral idyll.

¢) Fantastic everyday and the verisimilitude of the supernatural

The surprising twist, the exciting novelty that appears in the sagas and Serbian epics
is that what we, circumscribed by our own time, deem ‘the fantastic’ (or ‘the
marvellous’ as Todorov would call it) is related ‘with the same minuteness of
detail’,” in the same ‘realistic’ vein, as what we identify as ‘the everyday’, and what
we so easily relate to the nineteenth-century kind of real. The same can be detected
in Serbian epics, and Cajkanovié often chides Serbian singers for what he sees as
their constant rationalisation of the fantastic, their ‘decadence’ — a degradation of
myth.>® Just like the scenes of settlement, farming and outlawry, or the two
literatures’ characters, the accounts of dreams, the encounters with fantastic beings,
these beings themselves in the sagas and Serbian epics are complex, immersed in the
untidy, unpolished, the contradictory that are, as Erich Auerbach maintains, so
important to our sense of authenticity. In his seminal work on the representation of
reality in western literature, Mimesis, Auerbach draws a distinction between ‘the
historical’ (or realistic) and ‘the legendary’ (or non-realistic). The legendary, he says,

[...] runs far too smoothly. All cross-currents, all friction, all that is

casual, secondary to the main events and themes, everything

unresolved, truncated, and uncertain, which confuses the clear progress
of the action and the simple orientation of the actors has disappeared.*’

B5 Craigie, W.A. The Icelandic Sagas. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1913, p. vi.

¢ Yajkanosuh, O Bpxosrom 602y y cmapoj cpncxoj peauzuju. beorpan: CK3, BHUI'3, I1pocsera,
IMaprenon, 1994, Vol. 111, p. 258; see also Cmapa cpncka peauzuja u mumoaozuja, Vol. V, p. 36.
B7 Auerbach, Erich. Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature. Princeton, New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1953, p. 19.
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It is important to emphasise that the ‘historical’ and the ‘legendary’ are treated here
as modes of narration, not generic markers, and that legends and fantasies can be
(and in the Islendingasogur and Serbian epics they often are) treated in the
‘historical’ mode, and vice versa, works intended as histories can be (and parts of the
twelfth-century Landndmabcdk and the nineteenth-century accounts of the First
Serbian Uprising often are) treated in the ‘legendary’ mode. While considering
dreams in the sagas Lars Lonnroth himself finds that they are ‘extraordinarily
complex and ambiguous’*® in comparison to those in the Edda or the
Jornaldarségur, and notes that only in the fslendingasogur are dreams related in
skaldic verses. Since they are frequently exploited for their authenticating power in
the sagas™ as well as Icelandic medieval historiography?® skaldic verses seem to
corroborate the prophetic nature of a dream: whatever is related in them is bound to
come to pass. John Lindow speaks of ‘the fantastic’ in the Islendingasogur in terms
of ‘the verisimilitude of supernatural experience in saga literature’*' and ‘the
empirical supernatural’®” as opposed to the fornaldarségur and romances where ‘the
marvellous seems taken for granted and the supernatural attaches rather to it than to
reality’.”” In other words, in the way they are represented, the supernatural and the
fantastic in the sagas of Icelanders and Serbian epic poems do not jeopardise, but
rather complement the two literatures’ realism.

Having said this, it is important to note that the ‘historical’ mode is here

simply the one that relates more closely to the two literatures in focus, not the

28 Lonnroth, ‘Dreams in the Sagas’, p. 456.

2% See for example: Vésteinn Olason. Dialogues, p. 49.

0 See for example: Snorri Sturluson. Heimskringla: History of the Kings of Norway. Lee M.
Hollander, transl. Austin, Texas: Texas University Press, 1995, p. 5.

21 Lindow, John. ‘ Porsteins pdttr skelks and the Verisimilitude of Supernatural Experience in Saga
Literature.’ in: Lindow, John et al., eds. Structure and Meaning in Old Norse Literature: New
Approaches to Textual Analysis and Literary Criticism. Odense: Odense University Press, 1986, p.

264.
2 Ipid., p. 280.
2 Ipid., p. 280.
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preferred one in either epistemic or aesthetic sense. In his 1960s classic, The
Rhetoric of Fiction, Wayne Booth successfully dispenses with any specific ‘rules’
that are supposed to make up good literature:
There is a pleasure in seeing someone whom we like triumph over
difficulties, and there is a pleasure in recognising that life is so
complex that no one ever triumphs unambiguously. [...] There is a
pleasure from learning the simple truth, and there is a pleasure from
learning that truth is not simple. Both are legitimate sources of
literary effect [...].2*
Indeed there is a pleasure in the nobility of Beowulf and Siegfried, their
uncompromising stamina, dignity and their heroic determinism, and there is an equal
pleasure in the fallibility and unpredictability of Marko Kraljevi¢ and Grettir the
Strong, in the balancing out of their prodigal strength and the outbursts of violence
with their comical lightness of being as well as the moments of gentle compassion.
There is a truth in Bonnie Tyler’s outcry: ‘I need a hero!’, and in Tina Turner’s

disenchantment: ‘We don’t need another hero’. I can think of no reason for choosing

between the two.

It should also be noted that nineteenth-century realism is an inadequate
standard by which to measure the realism in the sagas, not that there are no affinities
between the two. In chapter three of this study we will discuss an array of
sophisticated authenticating devices regularly used by the saga men and the guslars
in their self-conscious striving towards objectivity in narration, an aspiration that is,
one can easily concede, comparable with that present in nineteenth-century realistic
fiction. This does not, however, exhaust the representational complexity of our two

literatures. As Torfi Tulinius points out in the case of the sagas:

2% Booth, Wayne C. The Rhetoric of Fiction. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1961, pp. 135-136.
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The interest of the Islendingaségur lies not only in the illusion of reality
they convey. It also lies in their complexity, which is the complexity of

human existence [...].#
The complexity of the sagas (and Serbian epics), ‘which is the complexity of human
existence’ is precisely the key to their realism, I would argue, and the ‘illusion of
reality’ or verisimilitude that can be found in them, mi ght well only be its by-

product.

1.1.2 Realism of complexity and emergence

a) Representational limitations

Pursuing this connection between complexity and reality seems particularly fecund,
not least because the discourse on realism in the sagas and Serbian epics tends to
revolve around words such as ambiguity, intricacy and, above all, complexity. More
importantly, perhaps, this connection offers an alternative route to discussing realism
in terms of an ideal representation of reality. Jakobson’s observation — that artists of
nearly all periods proclaimed realism as their motto — indicates that whatever is
conceived of as realistic tends to change through the ages and further varies from one
artist/individual to another. All these ‘realisms’ hardly constitute ultimate
representations of reality (even if their creators intended them as such), simply
different kinds: anatomic realism of Leonardo; realism of atmospheric conditions in
Monet; of overlapping perspectives in Picasso; realism of sweat, dirt and sickness in
Zola; of existential futility, nostalgia and free roaming of consciousness in Woolf;
kitchen-sink, social, photographic, magic, dirty realisms... With certain aspects of

reality being emphasised in one, and others (‘the neglected ones’) in another

25 Torfi Tulinius, The Matter of the North, p. 294.
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period/artist, the idea of a definitive realistic representation becomes void, if not
ludicrous: one cannot possibly fit all aspects of reality in a piece of art (even if one
was up to such a monstrously tedious task); some sort of selection always takes
place. The only ultimately adequate representation of reality would be reality itself,
but then, of course, such a thing would not constitute a representation in the first
place. As Renford Bambrough observes regarding the relationship between
geographical features and their representation on maps:

The ideal limiting case of a reproduction is reduplication, and a

duplicate is too true to be useful. Anything that falls short of the

ideal limit of reduplication is too useful to be altogether true. And

this goes not only for maps, but also descriptions, pictures, portraits

and theories [...].2*
Besides, at least since Einstein’s theory of relativity, it has widely been accepted that
human situatedness within, renders the ‘reality itself” forever out of bounds; an
overall perspective on it is forever denied. In our universe there can be no such thing
as a neutral observer, as its physics disallows the object of observation to remain
unchanged by the act/process of observation. Structuralists and Poststructuralists
have further pointed out that the fact that our perception is inextricably tied to

language (as well as other conventions of our specific cultural environments) forbids

any unmediated access to reality: reality can only ever be what we make it.

b) Reading agency and intention in natural world: complexity vs. purpose
But if we fundamentally lack an objective perspective on reality, we are nevertheless
well equipped with various intuitions about it (after all, we are quite successfully
swimming in it), and the one implicit in the above discussion is that reality is

complex — too complex, in fact, to be adequately represented. There seems to be a

2% Bambrough, Renford in: Stern, On Realism, p. 67.
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direct connection between what is perceived as real, natural, and complexity. We
expect Nature always to be a step ahead, that it is always a little bit more than anyone
should be able to handle, and as any gardener struggling with weeds (those
harbingers of entropy and chaos) knows — that it is ‘messier’ than a human would
have made it. This expectation accounts for the fact that we rarely experience
difficulty in distinguishing between a wild meadow and a park, a natural and an
artificial lake, a branch bifurcating sideways and a wooden cross. Flowers in a
meadow will hardly be found arranged in tidy rows — white tulips in one, red in
another, yellow in the third. The kind of irregular edge that encircles natural lakes
cannot be made by bulldozers, and the ‘branch crucifix’ will lack the right angles.
We rely on efficiency and purposefulness, shrewd economising, patterning, straight
lines, regular shapes and smooth edges to betray man-made objects. This ability to
determine if the environment has been tampered with and to detect agency (human,
animal, or divine*’) is inextricably linked to our survival as a species. Our success as
predators and our success at evading predation depended on our ability to read the
environment and also make it less readable to predators or competitors; it depended
on our ability to uncover the tracks of the prey and to disguise our own.

The fact that we find it relatively easy to make decisions about what is
‘natural’ and what is man-made does not in the least mean that we are always right,

not even often right — merely that we are right often enough and in proportion to our

%7 If one walked through a desert and came across a black cube-shaped stone, one would be much
inclined to abduct (infer) agency from its regular shape and disharmonious presence within the
otherwise homogenous landscape. Provided that there are no ways of assigning this agency to
humans, provided one knows nothing of meteorite showers and little miracles that, given enough time,
weather and sand can perform, one would be likely to postulate divine agency much sooner than s/he
would allow for the possibility of the stone somehow appearing in the middle of a desert all by itself.
And one would do absolutely the same if s/he had a look at the sky one rainy day and discovered in
amazement that it has been pierced by a perfect seven-fold shining arc, each of the seven folds tinted
with a beautiful bright colour. One might then as well call the latter a rainbow, take the former (‘Al-
hajar Al-aswad’) to Mecca, and read both as signs of God’s enduring love, his covenants with human
race. Who else can send such extraordinary, yet clear, unambiguous messages?
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life expectancy of several decades. The temporal scale of a human lifetime is,
Richard Dawkins argues, an important parameter when it comes to our ability to
assess the likelihood of things and so calculate risks that we are about to take. He
suggests that some aliens with the life expectancy of a million centuries would
probably find crossing a street too dangerous since the odds of their being run over
would be significantly higher than ours; a perfect bridge hand every so often would
hardly be something worth writing home about, he maintains, but even such
creatures would “blench if a marble statue waves at them, for you have to live
dealions of years longer than even they do to see a miracle of this magnitude’ **®
Within the parameters of human modus (mundus?) operandi, natural selection has
equipped us to calculate risks and probabilities, to develop an intuition about what
counts as a normal, everyday occurrence, and what constitutes an oddity. In other
words, it has equipped us to read/ ‘abduct’® intentionality from our environment.
Whether the intention we suppose we read was really intended is something that

forever stays out of reach: all we have to go by is the impression of intentionality.

¢) Reading agency and intention in fictional worlds: mediation as the
potential for oppression

The same intuitions apply when it comes to the detection of agency and the
abduction of intentionality in fictional worlds. In order to imbue their works with the
complex texture of reality so that these resemble wild meadows rather than what they
really are — cultivated gardens, writers have over time developed a number of

strategies: for example, one of the nineteenth-century novelists’ favourites was

%8 Dawkins, The Blind Watchmaker, p. 162. . .
2% The term relates to Piercian notion of abduction, the kind of reasoning that Charles Pierce describes

in his ‘Prolegomena of an Apology to Pragmatism’ as a ‘process of thought capable of producing no
conclusion more definite than a conjecture’. (Bergman, Mats and Sami Paavola, eds. (2001) The
Commens Dictionary of Pierce’s Terms. Pierce’s Terminology in His Own Words. [online| Available
at: http://www.helsinki.fi/science/commens.dictionary.html [21/01/2005].)
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introducing various subplots and blind allies, ‘loose ends and contradictions’, that
Auerbach noted, or, to go with our meadow-garden metaphor — they realised they
would have to sprinkle some weeds, as well as flowers in order to disguise the
purposeful nature of their actions. Hence Tolstoy’s accidental meetings between
characters that will have no bearing whatsoever on the development of the plot,
Balzac’s and Dickens’s ‘bric a brac’ of the age’,”° Flaubert’s barométre whose
existence, as Roland Barthes famously argues, hardly has any other function within A
Simple Heart than to create ‘I’effet de réel’ [ ‘the effect of the real’].”' As the
photographer Jean-Luc Lioult explains: ‘The presence of elements of little
significance that do not obey the laws of representative efficiency help construct a
feeling that “it can’t be fake”’.*** Trying not to have a purpose (or hiding it) is also a
purpose, of course, and like any other investment (e.g. athletes’ strenuous training),
this one too is costly and can therefore (like athletes’ muscles) hardly go unnoticed.
Experiencing it over and over, the reader will eventually posit an intention behind the
‘weeds’ and unmask the ploy.

But the reader’s upper hand in these ‘arms-races’ with authors is only
temporary, and just as the increase in the speed of antelopes drives the increase in the
speed of cheetahs (and vice versa), so does the reader’s ability to unmask one sort of
ploy drive the writer to come up with new, ever fresher ploys. So, for example,
Postmodern writers give up on playing God and the paradoxical endeavour to create
wild meadows. A Postmodern writer treats the artifice of art as a given — the realism
on offer is that of exposure of the creative process rather than of concealment and

illusion. Instead of hiding them, the writer — the master puppeteer — shows the reader

20 Stern, On Realism, p. 5. o
5! Barthes, Roland. ‘The Reality Effect’ in: The Rustle of Language. Berkeley: University of

California Press, 1989, pp. 141-148. |
252 | ioult, Jan-Luc. (2005) ‘Framing the Unexpected.” Jump Cut: A Review of Contemporary Media.

[online|, 47. Available at: www_.ejumpcut.org |15 March 2005}.
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the strings, inviting him/her to pull them, become an accomplice in the creative act.
For example, in Julio Cortazar’s Hopscotch one is under no obligation to read the
chapters chronologically but can do it playfully, skipping over whole chapters in
various hopscotch sequences, and in Milorad Pavié’s Dictionary of the Khazars, one
can read in any order, piecing together the narrative by freely following the entries
(as one does in dictionaries) across the novel’s three parts. In other words, we
(readers) are given freedom to create our own narratives. Hands-on in the creative
process, there is no danger of having a world pulled over our eyes, there is no space
left to doubt one’s own creation: it is as real as real gets.

Or is it? Apparently, the more ‘freedom’ the reader is supposed to enjoy, the
more s/he gets swamped with various ‘Tables of Instructions’, or narrative
navigational maps. The freedom of choice offered in our two examples is still an
offer: the hand offering it is always above the hand accepting it.”** The reader can
exercise his/her freedom by choosing which levers to pull; the architecture of the
puppet show box, however, is set, with leavers and strings already placed, pre-
empting all the reader’s moves, designing the space where all possible lines of
emplotment can take place. Although an active perpetrator, as a helper and a
potential subject (victim?) to allurement and coercion, an accomplice in creative and
criminal acts alike is someone held less accountable: it is the criminal/creative
mastermind that usually gets the heavy sentence (if caught) and all the fame and
infamy too. To be sure, an accomplice-reader is more of an agent in the creative act
than a mere spectator, but freedom to act is only one kind of freedom to be had:
freedom of the reader-spectator consists precisely in staying aloof, not committing,

not being implicated, demanding to be entertained.

23 This is a paraphrase of the African proverb: ‘The hand that gives is always above the hand‘that
receives.” Another variant of it is: ‘The hand that gives is happier than the hand that receives.
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A God-wannabe or a master puppeteer, a kind host, or a treacherous rogue, a
despot or a democrat, withdrawn or exposed, it is this function as the ultimate
mediator of the fictional world that makes the abducted author®* suspect: his power
to mediate is also the power to control and so the power to oppress, regardless of

whether the latter is overtly exercised or not.

d) Overridden intentions and scrambled mediation: emergent realism
But what happens with mediation in traditional texts? Narrative strate gies and ploys
of various kinds are found in abundance in the sagas of Icelanders and Serbian epic
poetry too, yet their realism is, as W.P. Ker also notes for Homer and Shakespeare,
‘different from the premeditated and self-assertive realism of the authors who take
viciously to common life by way of protest against the romantic extreme’.>*’ ‘L’ effet
de réel’ is not achieved through such things as Flaubert’s barométre®™ or Tolstoy’s
trivial meetings placed nonchalantly, ‘accidentally on purpose’ in hot pursuit of the
effect we call verisimilitude. It is not a Modernist or a Postmodernist protest against
the ‘realist extreme’ of hidden but all the same pervasive/oppressive authority either.
The point is, I will argue in the chapters to follow, that it is not a protest or pursuit,
or any such clearly readable trajectory that will point to authorial agency, alert the
reader/listener that the world s/he is entering is being mediated. The two literatures’
realism, as suggested at the outset of our discussion of complexity, goes beyond the
intricacy of their representations. As the reader will recall Torfi Tulinius’s

observation, the complexity of the sagas (and Serbian epics, I added) is ‘the

234 < Abducted author’ stands here instead of Booth’s implied author (see: Booth, Rhetoric, especially
pp. 70-76) to emphasise the mechanism that (‘illegally’) constructs such a figure, rather than assume it
as some positive presence within the text.

5 Ker, Epic and Romance, pp. 16-17.
2% Gee Prendergast, Christopher. The Order of Mimesis: Balzac, Stendhal, Nerval, Flaubert.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986, p.70.
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complexity of human existence’. In other words, it is complexity that defies purpose,
the kind we find in Nature. But is this possible? Haven’t we also said, just a moment
ago, that creating wild meadows is a paradox?

Positive answers to both questions only seem contradictory. Although
undoubtedly cultivated, purpose-ridden human products, traditional narratives such
as the sagas and Serbian epics nevertheless have something very much in common
with things of Nature: both are subject to evolutionary processes; except, of course,
that, unlike living creatures, traditional texts are shaped not by natural, but

257 . - . - .
selection. The ‘loose ends’ and contradictions, crosscurrents and friction

aesthetic
which (as we have seen a while ago) Auerbach identifies as crucial for the
believability of an account™ to large extent arise from the dynamics of the two
literatures’ production in their oral (and, in the case of the sagas, also their
manuscript) stages, both of these stages involving networks of creators and a
prolonged period of creation. In these complex processes, intentions need not be
purposefully hidden, they get subverted and scrambled anyway; or, to go with our
garden-meadow metaphor, they get overgrown with ‘weeds’ that are not strategically
placed, contrived, but are products of time, changing perspectives, ever shifting
attitudes towards the past events and characters, ever adapting to the present needs of
a community. In traditional narratives these attitudes accrete and accumulate;
tradition, like evolution, wastes nothing: catastrophes and erasures are extremely rare
— adaptations and transformations much more common.

So, for example, Marko the ruthless outlaw of the sixteenth-century bugarstice

and Marko the fearless border raider of the eighteenth-century Erlangen manuscript

also have the features of Marko the noble feudal lord and Marko the yoked Turkish

27 By aesthetic, | do not suppose to emphasise Horace’s dulce over his utile, or to divorce the social
from the literary: it is assumed that whatever is considered beautiful by a community is also useful.

2% Auerbach, Mimesis, p. 19.
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vassal. Marko from KaradZié¢’s collections inherits all these traits (in solutions and
proportions peculiar to different singers, but present nevertheless) and brings the
contradictions of his own age too: like Serbian rebels of the nineteenth century
whose First Uprising (1804) started as a revolt against the local oppressors of whose
ruthless behaviour even the Sultan disapproved, only to grow into an outright war for
independence, Marko too treads the precarious ground between a loyal subject and
the ultimate freedom-fighter. We do not have such series of ‘synchronic snapshots of

a diachronic process’?*®

tradition in the sagas, but the accreted attitudes that cross and
overlap, sometimes harmoniously, sometimes at odds with one another, are
nevertheless still visible. For example, in Egils saga, emi grating to Iceland is
represented as a noble move of brave freedom-loving people who would not stand
for the tyranny of king Haraldr; except, of course, that some other brave freedom-
loving people decided to fight him and nobly perish instead; and except that Haraldr
the tyrant is also a great unifier of Norway, a generous ruler and the source of rapid
social advancement for yet another brave lot of noble, freedom-loving people.

The singer/saga author, however, does not set off to create Marko/ Haraldr as a
complex character (with good and bad characteristics alike); rather, he ends up with
him as such. For the epic singer Marko is as fully-fledged a hero as heroes get, and
there is no inkling in the saga author that colonising Iceland and setting up a free
state rather than enduring (or being killed by) Haraldr was anything other than a
noble (if prudent too!) venture. At the same time, there is no changing the fact that
Marko is a Turkish vassal and that, for all his might and fierceness, he and his people

are still in bondage. And equally, there is no changing the fact that the free Icelandic

commonwealth is destroying (has destroyed) itself by endless feuding in front of the

2 Cilliers, Complexity and Postmodernism, p. 4. (See note 179 above.)
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saga author’s very eyes. There is no quarrelling with the fact that in such situations ‘a
firm hand” (like Haraldr’s?) might at least bring some temporary stability. The
complex picture of the past that one comes across in the two literatures does not
merely amount to willed representational effects. Rather, the complexity and
ambiguity ensue out of the dynamics in which these juxtaposed (rather than causally
related or harmonised) attitudes to the past engage, as well as the multiple
(contradictory as well as complementary) functions that the characters are required to
perform. In other words, the realism of the two literatures is not so much an attempt
to create complex representation, it emerges out of the non-linear dynamic inherent
in their media.

Emergent phenomena, or what is well known to the students of the humanities in
the guise of the whole being ‘more than the sum of its parts’, have in the late
twentieth century become subject to intense study and experimentation in the natural
sciences, most notably in the area of artificial intelligence, studies of neural
networks, evolutionary computation, etc., and are described thus:

[Elmergent phenomena occur when a system composed of many
individual elements exhibits collective behaviour that seems not to be
built into the individuals in any obvious or explicit manner. For
instance, the human brain comprises innumerable nerve cells, yet a
nerve cell seems not to possess the tiniest smidgen of intelligence.”
The description above closely corresponds to the way the realism of the two
literatures comes about. This is not to suggest that the saga author/epic singer’s
individuality, his creativity, does not matter (as we shall see in good time, in the

evolution of living things and texts alike, individuality is essential if any change at

all is ever to take place), but rather that, beyond any particular/local contribution of a

260 Stewart, lan. Life's Other Secret: The New Mathematics of the Living World. London: Penguin,
1998, p. 160.
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talented individual there is a creativity taking place on a whole different level — that
of the creative evolutionary process itself. Whatever the bias of the particular
contributor to the evolution of a traditional narrative,?' the already inherited layers of
attitudes and perspectives (and those that will come after) destabilise it, condition it,
resist the harmonisation that would invite the reader to abduct agency and become
aware of the text being mediated.

So, rather than approaching the realism of the sagas and Serbian epics purely
in terms of the verisimilitude with which it is commonly associated, in the next
chapter I will try to show that it is an emergent feature (emergent realism) of the
facilitating non-linear dynamics of the sagas’/ Serbian epics’ production (the
distributed author). The way this dynamics plays itself out to form a complex
picture of the past and characters in the sagas/Serbian epics, as well as the dynamics
that further support the diffusion of a single mediating voice in the two literatures —
generic (between epic/historiography, tragic/comic modes), and ideological (between
aristocratic/democratic ethos, ‘winner’/’loser’ attitudes®?) will be examined more

closely in chapters three and four.

2! Even if it is the pursuit of ‘the reality effect’. | . .
262 For the distinction between the ‘winner’ and the ‘loser’ epics see: Quint. David. Epic and Empire:
Politics and Generic Form from Virgil to Milton. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993.
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I1

The Distributed Author of the Sagas of Icelanders’ and
Serbian Epics’ Emergent Realism

2.1 Who Is Speaking in Traditional Texts?

a) Of story-lovers and their narrative allegiances

In the opening chapter of his Matter of the North, Torfi Tulinius tells a charming
story about an Icelandic farmer from the beginning of the twentieth century who was
accustomed to having the saga of Grettir the Strong read to him once a year. He
would listen to it quietly, without reaction,

except at two or three moments in the story when he would

exclaim: “Petta hefir pu betur 14tid 6gert Grettir minn, p4 varir pi

enn a lifi!” which means, “you would have been better off not

doing that, my dear Grettir — then you would still be alive!”!
A famous Bosnian writer, Branko Copi¢, relates a similar anecdote from his
childhood in the late 1920s and 30s about an ancient yet boisterous school warden
(and an ex-member of the last of the outlaw bands that regularly engaged in
skirmishes with the Turks), Purad Karabardakovié. Once a year on All Souls’ Day
Durad would buy the biggest candle available, go to a church and light it for the soul
of Marko Kraljevi¢. Seeing him upset, the concerned villagers would approach and
ask him what the matter was.

— Marko died! — says Purad crying.

— Marko who? — people ask again.

— What do you mean, who? Marko Kraljevi¢ of course, my dear

Marko — complains the old man. — Alas me, such a hero he was!

[~ YMpo Mapko! — nnauyhu Bem Dypab.
— Ama Koju Mapko? — onet he byna.

' Torfi H Tulinius. The Matter of the North: The Rise of Literary Fiction in 13"-century Iceland.
Odense: Odense University Press, 2002, p. 31.



— Kako koju? I1a Kpamesuh Mapxo, Moj fapard Mapko — xa- ce ctapan. Kyky
MCHH 32 OHAaKHMM jyHakoM!] 2

Durad would then go to a local tavern to drink for the peace and rest of Marko’s
departed soul and soon after have the village sexton read him of his hero’s feats,
issuing the following warning: ‘Mind well how you read, Glisa. Don’t let Marko end
up in a dungeon by any chance, or you’ll see my cornel staff here at work.” [-
I'nuinio, nasu no6po xako untamr. HeMoj ciaydajuo fa ti Mapko nonagHe TaMHHLE,
jep he onpa paguTH oBaj Moj 1irran gpenosar. ] ®

These two very different characters — a quiet, composed farmer and a spirited old
outlaw — nevertheless show a similar passion for their favourite heroes and a degree
of involvement that blurs the boundaries between fictional and corporeal worlds.
Indeed, Torfi Tulinius uses his anecdote precisely to illustrate that ‘to read a story, or
hear it read is to live it’.*

The notion is familiar enough — from the sweet anxiety at whether (or more often,
how) ‘Jack shall have his Jill’ by the end of a romance; over sharing in the trials and
tribulations of a ‘plain Jane’, or an Eugéne de Rastignac bent on conquering the tired
old world (a haunted Mr. Rochester/ a decadent Paris) with their youthful energies;
to desperately clinging to the redeeming qualities of likable rogues and wishing
thousands of violent deaths upon the proven and incorrigible villains. That, of course,
goes on smoothly only by invitation; otherwise, we are likely to find ourselves being
barred from the characters, reminded of their separate, fiction-bound existence, and
so forced into a cool evaluative distance. But even as invited partakers in the fates of
our heroes, we will hardly go and light a candle for the soul of Pere Goriot, or shout

warnings at Jane Eyre (‘There’s a mad woman in the attic, and it isn’t Grace Pool!’),

2 Ronuh, Bpasko. Bawma cawesose 6oje/ 'nasa y kaanyy noze na epanyy. beorpal: IMpoceeTa, 1975,

p- 230.
? "homuh, I'1aea, p. 230.
4 Torfi Tulinius, The Matter of the North, p. 31.



although we might shed an odd tear at the si ght of Jack prostrated over a hospital
bed, clutching the knees of the dead Jill.’ This is not simply down to our being more
sophisticated readers than the Icelandic farmer or Durad (the two are hardly readers
as such: the latter is illiterate, and, whether literate or not, the former is being read
to), but to the fact that, unlike their allegiance to Grettir and Marko, ours to Jane or
Eugene is overridden by (subjected to) another— the allegiance to the one issuing the
invitations into (or, as it sometimes happens, denying an unrestricted access to) the
lives of characters: the abducted author. This allegiance with the projected authorial
figure (often, but not always, through the most common of authorial effi gies — the
narrator) provides us with a privileged (‘above’) perspective in respect to the
characters, puts us always a step ahead of them and so equips us with anything
potentially worth shouting at them about. While this perspective makes us care about
what happens to the characters, it at the same time creates enough distance between
us, the distance that usually prevents us from actually shouting out warnings and
instructions at our heroes. The sense of familiarity the Icelandic farmer had with
Grettir the Strong and the Bosnian school-warden with Marko Kraljevi¢ is, on the
other hand, more immediate, primary; the closeness to the characters does not come
as a result of (or, at the price of) mediation by an author figure. Then again, unlike
Bronte’s Jane Eyre or Balzac’s Pére Goriot, stories of Marko and Grettir’s

adventures come before their tellers — in other words, they are different kinds of

narratives, traditional narratives.

5 Indeed, some of us, readers (or more often, viewers), occasionally take things further. So, for
example, we hear of some American teenagers who went on killing sprees after they saw the film The
Matrix. In these cases, however, the complete immersion in a film/book character seems likelier to be

a symptom rather than the cause of violent behaviour.
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b) Of stories that “tell themselves’

Even though they do not necessarily feel compelled to address Grettir directly, or
light a candle for Marko’s soul, critics still share some common ground with our
farmer and Durad in recognising the primacy of the reader’s /listener’s relationship
with the characters in traditional narratives, and acknowledge that somehow
mediation by an authorial figure seems circumvented in these texts. So for example,
Einar Ol. Sveinsson notes that in fslendingasdgur ‘it is as if the reader or listener
witnesses the events himself, and as if there is no author, no one between these
events and the reader’,® and Robert Kellogg expresses a similar sentiment:

The heroic ego of the high artist, with whom we collaborate as

readers, is replaced in traditional art by the heroic egos of

characters alone. Their fates, their meaning are no less significant

to us than those of the characters in high art. But they are beyond

our control, or that of any human agent, in a truly autonomous

world of story that suffers no mediation between its relentless

energies and our “retirement” as audience.’
This intuition is, while voiced, still largely left unexplored, even bracketed off by the
very scholars voicing it. Hence Einar Ol. Sveinsson hastens to add to the above
observation that the perceived lack of mediation is in fact a calculated effect of the
genius author, who ‘takes pains to say neither too much nor too little’,® while (sadly
but understandably, considering the scope and general direction of his article)
Kellogg does not engage any further with the possible causes nor with the aesthetic
implications of the immediacy with which characters and events emerge from

traditional narratives. This is perhaps not so surprising when taken into account that

counter to the above intuition runs the critics’ distinctly literary training, reminding

® Einar Ol. Sveinsson. Dating the Icelandic Sagas: An Essay in Method. London: Viking Society for

Northern Research, University College London, 1958, p. 116.
7 Kellogg, Robert. ‘Varieties of Tradition in Medieval Narrative’ in: Bekker-Nielsen, Hans et al., eds.

Medieval Narrative: A Symposium Odense: Odense University Press, 1979, p. 127, my emphasis.
8 Einar Ol. Sveinsson, Dating the Icelandic Sagas, p. 116.
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them that ‘since the text is a spoken or written discourse, it implies someone who
speaks or writes it’.” The assumption is very common indeed. In his article,
‘Narrative Voice: The Case of Chaucer’s Man of Law’s Tale’,"® Anthony C. Spearing
quotes similar views from narratologists on both sides of the Atlantic: from Scholes
and Kellogg, who state that ““By definition, narrative art requires a story and a
storyteller”,"" and from Roland Barthes who asserts that ‘“there can be no narrative
without a narrator”’."2

Nowadays, however, scholars working with traditional texts (oral and oral-
derived) as well as medieval texts that were most commonly written with a view to
being orally performed are beginning to acknowledge more and more the poverty of
the available narratological vocabulary, the inability of the existing interpretative
tools (best suited to post-Gutenbergian texts) to support the interpretation that would
take the oral aspect of traditional texts into account. In the above article, as well as
his recent lecture, ‘The Medieval Textual I’,"”* Spearing has voiced a profound
dissatisfaction with the category of the narrator when it comes to the question of who
is speaking in medieval texts. The narrator, he argues, is a necessary construct of a
text well embedded in literary tradition (printed text), a figure created to fulfil the
function that is in oral situations obviated by the presence of a corporeal person
relating the story — someone you can threaten with a bloody nose if he gets things
wrong (as we have seen Durad do, happily oblivious to/ignoring the story’s

transposition from the medium in which it existed fluid and malleable, to another

® Rimmon-Kenan, Shlomith. Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics. London: Routledge, 1983. p.
3.

10 Spearing, Anthony C. ‘Narrative Voice: The Case of Chaucer’s Man of Law’s Tale.” New Literary
History, 2001, 32, (3), 715-746.

" Ibid., p. 728.

2 1bid., p. 728. |
13 Delivered on 7% May, 2005 at the 40" Medieval Congress in Kalamazoo. Spearing has also

announced a forthcoming book on subjectivity in medieval texts later in 2005.
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where it was captured, made unalterable'?). Medieval texts, Spearing further

suggests, have no narrators — the story is ‘telling itself’:
[...] in the medieval period — an age of stories and of that
storytelling which Chaucer represents in the Canterbury Tales — the
normal assumption seems to have been not that every story
expresses an individual human consciousness, but that stories have
a kind of autonomous existence in the realm of their own. In
medieval culture stories are generally imagined as without origin,
and the role of the poet can be somewhat like that of the merchant
from whom we are told that the Man of Law learned his story [...]
— not a producer but a trafficker in products that always already
exist.

Spearing’s immediate concern are Chaucerian texts, but the same applies to the
sagas of Icelanders and Serbian epics; even more so, one could argue, considering
that they come from traditions where denial of authorship plays a major part in the
creative process, while with Chaucer such practice slowly wanes.' In The House of
Fame, for example, the inherited impulse towards self-effacement before the ultimate
authority of the ‘grete clerke’ (rarely left so anonymously labelled, but rather
invoked by their proper names: Virgil, Ovid, Dante) is concurrent with the impulse

towards self-assertion. So, despite his apparent humility while telling the well-known

story of Aeneas’s betrayal of Dido, Chaucer’s dreamer (‘coincidentally’ a chubby

'* In fact, this is what the literate Gli3a has to do as well in order to get out of the sticky situation. Just
as Musa the Highwayman throws Marko on his back in the poem Gli3a is reading, seating himself
upon our hero’s chest, Purad jumps at Glisa, casting himself in the role of Marko’s rescuer and
addressing the sexton (in whom he can now only see Musa) the formulaic lines typical for such a
character: ‘Wait a little, Musa the Highwayman,/ here is something you did not expect,/ Marko has a
good sworn brother,/ the sworn brother Karabardak Purad!’ [‘Cranm Mano, Myca Kecenmja,/ eBo Te6n
Off IUTa ce He Hapal,/ iMa Mapko no6pa no6partaMa,/ no6patama Kapa6apnak Hypba!’] His book
flung out of reach, Glisa has to improvise and so addresses Durad with a likewise formulaic entreaty
typical of the captives, or defeated enemies, a gesture that now offers a chance to the hero to show his
nobility just as he had shown his prowess: ‘By God brother, Karabardak Durad,/ spare my life in this
combat,/ I will rescue Marko for you/ and I’ll give you three loads of treasure!’ [‘Borom 6pate
Kapa6appak Bypby,/ onpocTi MH XHBOT Ha Meriany,/ ja hy Te6u nsbasuta Mapka/ u rahy T4 TpH
ToBapa 6nara!’] (honuh, 1aea, pp. 230-231.) Even as Copi¢’s exaggeration aimed at the comic
effect, the scene is still illustrative of different attitudes towards (and expectations from) traditional

narratives.

1 Spearing, ‘Narrative Voice’, p. 728. .
'¢ Spearing is well aware of this, but stresses that Chaucer’s interest in the connection between the

stories and their tellers were ‘early, exploratory stages of the development that he was only beginning’
and cautions fellow medievalists against making an assumption that ‘Chaucer in the late fourteenth
century could leap immediately into the world of the dramatic monologue (or would have wished to

doso) [...]’. Ibid., p. 729.
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fellow called Geoffrey) is anxious to distinguish himself from other authors that have
told it before him, a gesture quite alien to oral poets and traditional storytellers. As
Dido utters her words of ‘grete peyne’ the dreamer says that he has truly heard them
in his dream, strongly asserting his own authority over them: ‘non other auctour
alegge I'."" Furthermore, after Dido’s lamentation in which the major theme is
infamy that her affair with Aeneas will bring (one of the aspects of fame explored in
Chaucer’s poem), the dreamer recommends that whoever wants to know more of the
manner in which she died and what she had said on the occasion can: ‘Rede Virgile
in Eneydos/ Or the Epistle of Ovyde’."® Even if his audience was still largely
illiterate, Chaucer is here addressing those who can ‘rede’, favouring the emerging
literate culture over the existing oral one. In the house of Fame, it is Orpheus, the
representative of the cultured Greece and Rome that is put at the pinnacle of his art,
while the famous Gaelic bard and representative of oral culture, Bret Glascurion, is
mentioned only after Orion, Eacides Chiron, ‘and other harpers many oon’," as
occupying the humble place beside the greatest of poets and musicians. An even
lowlier place is occupied by an anonymous mass of harpers, gaping upwards towards
the more accomplished artists, trying to ‘countrefete hem as an ape’.”® Chaucer’s
awareness of his text as a distinct self-contained entity in respect to other such
entities, the referral of the reader to related texts, the derogatory attitude to ‘aping’
other people’s art (the concept ultimately dependent on placing value on originality

and assigning an ownership to a text), indicate the slow but sure move towards what

'” Chaucer, Geoffrey. The House of Fame. Nicholas R. Havely, ed. Durham: Durham Medieyal Texts,
1994, p. 47. See also the beginning of the Book II (p. 53) where the dreamer asserts the §pec1al status
of his vision in comparison to those of the famous Old Testament dreamers: Prophet Isaiah, the
Pharaoh, Nebuchadnezzar.

"8 Ibid., p. 49.

" Ibid., p. 73.

® Ibid., p. 73.
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k]

Walter J. Ong recognised as ‘interiorisation of writing’,”! the point at which the new
technologies (such as writing) stop being ‘mere exterior aids but also interior
transformations of consciousness’.?

Such attitudes are still not found in the sagas and Serbian epic poetry. By
contrast, epic singers, and saga writers/scribes did not consider themselves the
originators of poems or stories but rather ‘stewards of tradition’.”> Even when they
produce a new piece referring to a contemporary event (e. g. The Beginning of the
Revolt Against the Dahijas by Filip Visnji¢), they would sooner say they heard it
from others, than take the credit for it. As Vuk KaradZi¢ testifies for Serbian epics:

[...] Among the common folk no one thinks it any kind of a

mastery or glory to compose a new poem; and not only that no one

boasts about it, but each (even precisely the one who did compose

it) denies this and says that he had heard it from another.”
As will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter, claiming that the poem is
heard from another is not a sign of humility; rather, it is a gesture that places the
authority of the whole collective behind the singer both in terms of the veracity of
the account related, and its aesthetic value. In an oral situation (with no possibility of
recourse to a text materialised on paper) attention is a precious commodity, and only
the worthwhile song survives the censure of the collective at any one time and over

an extended period. However ‘cunning’ this move (a move that is itself inherited,

traditional, rather than personal) on the part of the singer/storyteller might seem, it is

*!' See Ong, Walter J. Orality and Literacy. The Technologizing of the Word. Lgndon and New Y ork:
Methuen, 1982, p. 56: ‘Writing has to be personally interiorised to affect thinking processes.

2 Ibid., p. 82. .

# Meulengracht Sgrensen, Preben. Saga and Society: An Introduction to Old Norse Literature.

Odense: Odense University Press, 1993, p. 76. . -
*¢]...] y Hapofly HUKO He AP>KH 3a KaKy MajcTOPHjy HJIM CJIaBy HOBY MjECMY CI1jeBaTH, H HE CaMo WITO
Ce HUKO THM HeE BaJlM, HEro joll cBaku (6aln v oHaj, KOju jecT) ofbuja o cebe v Kaxe /a je 4yo off
npyrora.” Kapaguh, Byk Credanosuh. Tlpenrosop', Cpncke napoone njecue. Vol. |, beorpaj:
[Tpocseta, 1976, p. 536.
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important to keep in sight that its ultimate beneficiary is still the story, not the one

relating it.

¢) On how stories precede their tellers
Of course, simply denying ownership is not the same as actually not owning
something. What takes the singers’ and traditional storytellers’ disclaimer, their
notion that the story does not belong to them (and ours that the story ‘tells itself”)
beyond metaphor is the fact that even in the rare recorded cases of newly created
works relating to the contemporary events such as The Beginning of the Revolt
Against the Dahijas® (the number of recreated, re-performed stories being infinitely
larger in any collection of traditional art), the singer/storyteller is still very much a
‘trafficker of a story that always already exists’. With its reliance on the formula,
standard narrative and stylistic devices, the above mentioned Visnji¢’s song still
belongs to the tradition: its coming into being ultimately depends on those fifty
different poems — the part of the singer’s artistic inheritance (the themes, patterns and
rhythms deeply embedded in the consciousness) — that Vuk estimated®® enable
singers to compose these ‘new’ ones. This could also be said about the saga writers,
who, like Vi$njié, create something that does not exactly exist anywhere else in the
particular form they had given it on the vellum, yet it very much does exist, both in
those ‘fifty’ different sagas, peettir, skaldic verses, etc., that form their inherited,
enabling word-hoard, and it exists in parallel orally, actively circulating as what
Carol Clover calls an ‘immanent whole’.”” Furthermore, after the moment of writing,

the saga does not become a safely stored, definable entity, but rather continues to

» What makes this case extremely rare is not the failure of singers to engage with contemporary (not
only past) historical events — this is what makes an oral tradition living, but for a literate collector to
be present at such a moment.

% See chapter 1, p. 56.

77 See chapter 1, p. 35.



undergo changes, becoming an instance of its distributed self. The saga scribes, as
we have discussed in the previous chapter, are hardly anything like human
typewriters. Rather, much like oral performers, they treat their written ‘template(s)’*®
with freedom, simultaneously "checking’ written accounts against the existing oral
tradition, and bringing them up to date,?® whether this concerns the spelling, or
‘setting the records straight’ (or askew, depending on the perspective) about a person
or an event. And so the saga continues its oral-like existence in the new medium,
with writers and scribes slowly discovering both the potential of that medium (e.g.
referring the reader to other written works and so writing a succinct yet
complete/true account) and responding to the yet unmet pressures that it brings (e.g.
the need for chronological narration). Whether newly composed or re-performed, as
an instance of itself a traditional narrative (a saga/an epic poem) is as Albert B. Lord
argued ‘a unique event’, ‘an original’ ascribable to a single author (regardless of
whether we can name him/her or not); but traditional narratives also exist beyond
any particular instances, and so they are at the same time products that have ‘no
“author” but a multiplicity of authors’.*

The danger inherent in the term ‘multiplicity’ is that authorship of traditional
texts would be conceived of in terms of mere adage, i.e. it brings to mind a tidy
string of individuals each making a definable contribution in this ‘Chinese whisper’
chain stretching back into the murky depths of unrecorded history. Theoretically, all

one would need in order to get to the first, well concealed link in the chain (the

% Sometimes they are looking at more than one manuscript — be that a couple of renderings of the
same saga, or the sagas that refer to the same event as the one they are copying, or not a saga at all,
but a variant of the Landndmabok, etc. .

» The past needs to fit the present, not only other way around. As Walter J. Ong points out: ‘l...‘l oral ‘
societies live very much in a present which keeps itself in equilibrium or homeostasis by sloughing oft
memories which no longer have present relevance’. (Ong, Orality and Literacy, p. 46; for some
recorded examples of this, see p. 48.)

* Lord, Albert Bates. The Singer of Tales. Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1960,

p. 102.
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author?), is some sort of a ‘good flashli ght’ to penetrate the darkness — a time
machine, for example. But, as Lord was probably aware, such a contraption would
hardly be of any use because ‘the authors’ engaged in creating a poem are not
connected in such a linear fashion. For example, if we considered tracing the origins
of Visnji¢’s song,” at its very first line: ‘God dear! What great wonder!’ (‘Boxe
mui! Yyna Besmkora!'),” what we hoped to be a “string” (something one can
actually follow) would immediately start splitting at its tip, shooting innumerable
threads both horizontally/synchronically towards other singers, Visnji¢’s
contemporaries who employed the same line (in the extant corpus it makes an
appearance in a significant number of songs); and vertically/ diachronically, as each
of our horizontal stoppage points (particular singers) would sprout further
innumerable filaments towards their predecessors (conscious or unwitting ‘teachers’)
who contributed to the development of their craft, the process of horizontal and
vertical sprouting continuing ad infinitum at each of the subsequent stoppage points,
or nodes in what more and more resembles an ever widening web, a network.

The texture of this network is hardly as regular as that of a fishing net, or a
jumper: there is no way of telling how many filaments each singer-node will sprout
and of what thickness these will be, i.e. not all relationships between the
nodes/singers will carry the same weight, some will be more important/influential
than others. There is no regularity in the way of sprouting, or the intervals in the
progression of branching either: the threads would not always depart from one

another — some would occasionally merge into one and the same point (€.g. two

*! With negligible adjustments, the above thought experiment (search for origins of Vi§njié’§ The
Beginning of the Revolt Against the Dahijas ) is applicable to sagas as well as any other traditional
narrative/work of art. I could have well used a saga writer as the starting point, but thought that the
points will be easier to grasp (our sensibilities about authorship would not require an abrupt
adjustment) if we worked with a well-documented case such as that of Visnji¢.

32 Kapanguh, Vol. IV, p. 100.
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different singers shared the same ‘teacher’), some would also have to loop back into
the point from which they started (such would be the ones relating to a particular
singer’s own applications of the same line in other songs from his/her repertoire, i.e.
he has also learnt the usage of the line from himself, placing it in different contexts),
while some would still split further, at different speeds, entwining, converging and
diverging, entering ever more complex interrelationships. The fact that fishing and
football nets, jumpers and even such intricate webs that spiders make are all
inadequate analogues for our network does not mean that such analogues do not
exist. Indeed, along with brains, organisms, €co-systems, societies, economic
markets, etc., our authorial web constitutes in fact an excellent example of a neural
network.

I shall soon return to this analogy, but first, let me note on another level of
complexity involved in our web model, the level created as soon as we realise that in
our origins search for ‘God dear! What great wonder!’, we also need to include some
of its cognate phrases, such as: ‘Dear God! What Great wonder (‘Mumu Boxe, 4yaa
Beamkora!’),” or ‘Dear God, what huge wonder!”(‘Mmwm Boxe, uyna ronemora!’). In
the first case (we encounter it, for example, in The Wedding of Mili¢ the Ensign™ and
The Death of the Mother of the Jugovides™) the first two words are transposed, so
that the adjective muau (‘dear’) comes before (rather than after as in The Beginning

of the Revolt Against the Dahijas) the noun boxce (voc. sing of ‘God’). In the second

» We shall ignore the differences in spelling (‘Bor’ is sometimes spelt with the capital, and at other
times with the lower case letter) and orthography (the line is sometimes written as one, and on other
occasions as two sentences; even as one sentence, its two distinct parts are sometimes separated by a
comma, sometimes by a colon) of these phrases, because they can be ascribed to the idiosyncratic
usage of the collector/editor working with the print medium, rather than the singer. To some extent,
we need to allow that the collector’s different orthography is an attempt to reflect the particular
singer’s pattern of speech (pauses, emphases), but these would be impossible to track or separate from
the instances of the collectors’ own usage which, to complicate the matter further, need not have been

regular itself.
H Kapaguh, Vol. I11, p. 364.
% Kapaguh, Vol. 11, p. 220.



example the same is in addition followed by the exchange of the adjective ge.uxoza
(gen. sing.”® of ‘great’) relating to the noun uyda (gen. sing. of ‘wonder’) for its
synonym zosemoza (gen. sing. of ‘huge’). For example, the song Little Radojica™
and another song collected from Visnjié, Saint Savo Again,® contain such a line. The
reason we need to consider these cognate phrases is the fact that in an oral situation a
singer often hears one phrase from his predecessor but utters the slightly mutated
version in the full conviction that he had repeated the phrase exactly.

Albert Lord’s discussion of this phenomenon is particularly interesting. One of
the singers that Parry and Lord observed, Pemal Zogi¢ claimed that he could repeat
any song he hears ‘word for word, and line for line’.* An experiment was conducted
and, although indeed Zogi¢’s version closely resembled that of Sulejman Makié from
whom he had learnt it, the two were not completely the same. Lord comments:

Was Zogic lying to us? No, because he was singing the story as he

conceived it as being “like” Makié’s story [...]. What is of

importance here is not exactness or the lack of exactness, but

constant emphasis on his role in the tradition.”
This role, Lord continues, brings out in the singer both the preserver of tradition and
the creative artist; it consists in the ‘preservation of tradition by constant re-creation
of it. The ideal is a true story well and truly retold’.* So, unless our singer sins

against ‘the truth’ in some way, or makes a gross metrical error that would alert the

attention of his ‘teacher’ or the audience, not only he, but no one else is likely to

% Here and in two subsequent places, the slightly poetic usage of language warrants a genitive rather
than the accusative case.

Y7 Kapaymh, Vol. 111, p. 255.

% Kapanuh, Vol. 11, p. 81. Note that the titles to the Serbian epic songs were given not by the singers,
but subsequently by the collectors/editors. The singers usually identify their songs either by the first
line (e.g. ‘Marko Kraljevi¢ rose early’), or descriptively, referring to the event and/or the chara.cte_rs
that take part in it (e.g. ‘About the Battle of CokeSina’ or ‘About the duel between Marko Kral_|evné.
and Musa the Highwayman’). The reason this one is called Saint Savo Again (Onem Ceemu Caeo) is
because in the collection it appears immediately after another version about St. Sava, the one recorded
from Blind Stepanija.

* Lord, The Singer of Tales. p. 27.

“ Ibid., p. 28.

' Ibid., p. 29.
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notice the difference either: for all intense and purposes, the lines ‘God dear! What
great wonder!” and ‘Dear God, what huge wonder!’ are one and the same line. As we
have seen above, Visnji¢ obviously uses these interchangeably, with the first
appearing in The Beginning of the Revolt Against the Dahijas, and the second in
Saint Savo Again. This is not because singers and their audiences were not discerning
enough, but because only with the existence of a fixed medium such differences
indeed become differences (i.e. become relevant), but even then not immediately: the
process takes some getting used to, the written medium has to be well interiorised.
Otherwise, as discussed above and in the previous chapter,® the oral-derived written
literature such as our sagas of Icelanders continues to be created in accordance with
oral creative principles: these simply get carried over into the new written medium.*
The manuscript text, as we have seen, is hardly considered sacrosanct, but is more or
less treated as another performance of the story that still needs to be ‘well and truly
told’.

If indeed the phrases such as ‘God dear! What great wonder!” and ‘Dear God,
what huge wonder!’ can be viewed as one and the same, the question that
immediately arises is the following: at precisely what degree of variation are we
supposed to draw the line? What do we do with the phrases such as: ‘Dear God,

thank you for everything!” (‘Mwm Boxe, Ha cBemy T xBana!’), ‘Praised be God,

“ See Ong, note 20 above.

“ See chapter 1, pp. 34-44. . Ny .
“ It is interesting to note that this behaviour is not only limited to transition from one medium to

another but is often characteristic of the transition in general. The colonisation of Iceland itself is a
good example. Iceland being an island, one would think that the settlers would immedifitely make
fishing their major industry. This, however, happened only in the fourteenth century (cnrca ﬁve? .
hundred years after the colonisation), the occupation from the old country, sheep rearing, pr.ovu‘ilng
the main means of sustenance and basis for trade. It is only after this and other attempts to live in
Norwegian fashion (e.g. building houses out of timber) failed, leading to overgrazing and destruction
of the scarce woods, that other avenues were explored, or given more prominence.
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praised be the great® one!” (‘®ana Bory, dana BemMkoMe!’), or ‘Wait, brothers, till I
tell you of a wonder!” (‘Cran're, 6paho, na Bu uyno kaxem!”). The first two indeed
invoke God, but none refers to a great wonder, and the third does just the opposite,
so perhaps this difference is enough — we should not pursue these lines further. Yet
can we afford not to? Just as words in a language, these units of a poetic idiom
mutate and acquire different/new meanings in usage, in being applied in different
contexts. Hence, any search for origins needs to be a consideration of the usage (a
sort of ‘poetic pragmatics’) of the scrutinised units as well. Viewed from the
perspective of usage, it becomes clear that there is more difference between ‘Dear
God, what great wonder!” phrase as used in The Beginning of the Revolt Against the
Dahijas (the sense of wonder at first relates to cosmic kind of wonders: bloody
banners appearing in the sky, lightening striking in midwinter, etc., that all lead to
the greatest of them all: an all-out uprising against the Turks) and that very same
phrase as used in The Wedding of Mili¢ the Ensign (the singer is wondering at the
beauty and splendour of the hero’s wedding party), or in Little Radojica (the source
of wonder is the wanton revelling of Beéir aga on capture of the outlaw Radojica),
than there is between ‘Dear God, what great wonder!” as used in The Beginning of
the Revolt Against the Dahijas and ‘Praised be God, praised be the great one!’ as
used in another song depicting the same event (a version from Montenegro),46
because the source of both the sense of wonder before God in the first poem and the
praise directed to him in the second are the same: the uprising against the Turks.
Clearly, this ‘sameness by function’ would open a window for inclusion in our

origins search of the phrases that completely differ from one another in wording.

> A possible variation for ‘the great one’ is ‘the only one’. See for example: L{apuya Muauya u 3maj
00 Jacmpenya. In Kapaqmh, Vol. I, p. 187; or: Onem Mopauanu ¢ Typyuma. In Kapaguh, Vol. IV, p.

262.
“ Kapaymh, Vol. IV, p. 114.



Our authorial network becomes even more entangled if, among these author-
nodes, we include not only the actual performers, but audience members t0o. As
Lord observes, composition, reception and transmission are in traditional art
inseparable, at most they are ‘different facets of the same process’.*’ The audience
actively participates in shaping the tradition by rewarding some and discouraging
other performances, thus increasing/decreasing the chance of expressions such as
‘God dear! What great wonder!” to replicate themselves and evolve further, i.e. to be
taken up by other singers. Notice also that we are still engaged with the first line of
"Visnji¢’s’ poem; what of other such formulaic lines that appear throughout The
Beginning of the Revolt Against the Dahijas (e.g. ‘before dawn and the white day’/*
IIpuje 30pe u Gujerna naxa;’ " ‘he drew the sabre, he cut off his head’/ ‘Tpxe cabiy,
oficeye My riaBy’*), or themes and motifs (e.g. gathering of a council, consulting

books of olden times to foretell the future, putting the worthiest man at the lowliest

place at the table, etc.)?

d) Enter the distributed author
The reader will be relieved to learn that I shall not attempt to trace these any further;
the point of the above imaginary journey was to show that the origins of a traditional
narrative (or indeed any piece of traditional art) are not simply obscured by the lack
of an adequate historical record, but by the complex process of its coming into being,
the process in which singers (and by extension, the saga writers) never start from a
‘clean slate/sheet’. Being distributed across the networks of minds at any one time
(synchronically), and across generations of minds over extensive periods of time

(diachronically), a Serbian epic song or an Icelandic saga constitutes what Alfred

47 Lord, The Singer of Tales, p. 5.
“ Kapayuh, Vol. IV, p. 111.
 Ibid., p. 110.
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Gell terms ‘a distributed object’,* each of its particular instances (oral or manuscript
realisations) resonating with other such instances and corresponding to all other
artworks in the system/tradition. This dynamics that renders any search for ori gins
meaningless, is in the sciences that deal with neural networks (sciences of complex
adaptive systems such as artificial intellj gence, evolutionary computation, cognitive
psychology) known as distributed representation:

A distributed representation is one in which meaning is not

captured by a single symbolic unit, but rather arises from the

interaction of a set of units, normally in a network of some sort.”’
As we have seen above, a piece of traditional art arises precisely from such networks
of interrelated ‘units’ (singers, saga tellers/writers), each of these units making a
local (in our case also a creative, sometimes even unique) contribution, but none in
particular being responsible for the development of the whole: this creativity
irreducibly occurs at the level beyond an individual, the level I propose to call the
distributed author.

It needs to be said that ‘distributed author’ already appears as a critical term, and
is used to describe collaborative literary efforts on the Internet. However, the use of
this modern term is not only unnecessarily limited in this modern context, but is in
some respects rather superficial too, as it often merely relates to projects where many
(named or anonymous) individuals contribute their discrete entries to create a
composite, complicated, but not necessarily a complex, evolved form, a form with
genuinely intractable origins. Such is for example the project known as the “noon

quilt,” consisting of an ever-expanding patchwork of descriptions of what people see

% Gell, Alfred. Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory of Art. Oxford: Oxford University Press,

1998. See in particular pp. 220-223.
5! Philosophy of Mind Dictionary. [online] Available at: .
http://artsci.wustl.edu/~philos/MindDict/distributedrepresentation. | | 1 June 2004]. My emphasis.
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through their window at noon. ** This indeed is more like a product of the
‘multiplicity of authors’ than the distributed author in that the relation between the
contributors is that of adage: there are no complex ways of interacting, free meddling
in each other’s texts, risking the deletion of a contribution, meshing and clashing,
negotiations of perspectives. This does not mean that the project ends up being a
mere sum of its parts: to be sure, the aesthetics of the work as a whole is being
negotiated between the separate texts, with each gaining ‘a new relevance by being
embedded within the texts they could not foresee or refer to’.> At the same time the
entire project (the unforeseeability of relationships and all) is a piece of conceptual
(and in that sense very much foreseen) art, so the authorship becomes ultimately
assigned to the individual with whom the concept originates, i.e. the creator of the
website, the one who puts things into motion.

In this study, the purposefully oxymoronic expression ‘distributed author’ is
chosen to account for both the process of distributed representation that is taking
place in traditional art, and the simultaneous narrative coherence, the absence of the
collage or patchwork forms. The term is also particularly suited to traditional
narratives: unlike the coherence of other objects that might also be considered
distributed, either the above “noon quilt,” or a china dinner-set (a particularly apt
example from Alfred Gell) which owe their distributed oneness to a ‘prior design’>
of a ‘central executive organization’ (i.e., the conceptual web-artist, or Spode/

Wedgwood staff in Gell’s example), the coherence of a distributed traditional work

52 See for example Heibach, Christiane. (2000) “The Distributed Author: Creativity in the Age of
Computer Networks.’ Dichtung-digital [online], 6. Available at: www.dichtung-

digital . de/2000/Heibach/23.Aug [09/02/2005].

2 Ibid.

%4 Gell, Art and Agency, p. 221.

* Ibid., p. 221.




of art comes about ‘only by historical accretion (and deletion)’,% in other words — by

evolution.

e) How stories tell themselves (or the blind storyteller)

Other than the question-begging,” theological explanations, the only other kind of
account we have of the ‘stories that tell themselves’, or of the ‘text that writes itself’ ,
or the structure that organises itself in general, is the Darwinian kind — one or the
other implementation of the ‘generate-and-test’ principle (or the variation-and-
selection mechanism) of evolutionary computation. And the only kind of
organisational architecture that seems capable of evolutionary computation (homing
in on solutions rather than envisaging/foreseeing them) is that of a network of
relationships. Finally, the representational nature of such systems turns out not to be
really representational at all. Rather, any ‘representation’ there is the outcome of a
process we earlier called distributed representation. The ‘essential nature’ of
distributed representation is that of blindness, for it is only a representation in
effect... The (fore)seeing here is process-led; i.e., does not come before the
storytelling, but is ‘thought-of-through-doing’.

This may be a relatively new vocabulary of concepts, but to an artist of any age it
would not be that surprising, for much of it has already been intuited throughout the
history of art (practice). Poets, musicians, visual artists of various periods have often
confessed to (even worshipped) this kind of blindness, indicating that the artiness of
an artwork is hardly all down to a talented human agent. To suspend for the moment

Structuralist and Poststructuralist theories that effectively destabilise the absolute

% Ibid., p. 221.
57 Who is the Author/Origin of the Author? And the Author of the Author of the Author? ...
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authority of the author (e.g. those of Barthes,* Foucault,” Derrida,®) the most
successful of artists have themselves professed that at some point(s) during the
creative process their work tends to ‘take over’, that they feel themselves ‘out of
control’, or that they miraculously managed to achieve more than they are actually
capable of, the instances also lurking behind the critics’ folklore about Dostoevsky
the Novelist or T.S. Eliot the Poet, for example, being ‘greater’ than Dostoevsky or
T.S. Eliot the Man. Writers through ages have, using the knowledge and terminology
of their time, ascribed this feeling to Muses, divine inspiration, Genius, the
Unconscious, etc., only to be accused by their successors of transcendentalism and
mysticism. But there is, according to the sciences of complex adaptive systems, a
kind of transcendence that is quite of this world, demystified through modelling and
experimentation,® and at the same time the kind we all have an intuitive experience
of:

We know that our universe obeys simple low-level rules [...]. We

also know that life behaves in ways that do not seem to be built

explicitly into those rules [...]; life seems to transcend the rigidity

of its physical origins. This kind of transcendence is called
“emergence.”®

 Barthes, Roland. ‘The Death of the Author’ in: Burke, Sedn, ed. Authorship: From Plato to the
Postmodern. A Reader. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000, pp. 125-130.

* Foucault, Michel. ‘What is an author?’ in: Lodge, David, ed. Modern Criticism and Theory. A
Reader. London: Longman, 1988, pp. 197-210.

® Derrida, Jacques. ‘Signature, Event, Context’ in: Derrida, Jacques. Margins of Philosophy.
Brighton: The Harvester Press, 1982, pp. 309-330.

¢! Nowadays scientists routinely implement neural networks and evolutionary algorithms, cellular
automata and other non-linear parallel-processing systems for experimental and modelling purposes.
John Conway’s ‘Game of Life’ (or ‘Life’) is probably one of the most famous cellular automata that,
for all the simplicity of the rules that define its dynamic, is nevertheless capable of emulating
arbitrarily complex behaviour, often featuring emergent structures that in no obvious way relate to the
design of the game. The complete dynamic of ‘Life’ is captured in three sentences that specify what is
equivalent to the laws of elementary physics of this artificial universe, and yet, when played out, a
bewildering array of forms and behaviour emerge that mirror some of the familiar behaviour of our
world (i.e. there are forms that eat other forms, that reproduce and die, escape ‘predators’, forms that
act as parasites, etc.). For more detail, or even having a go at playing with ‘Life’, see Callahan. Paul.
‘What is Game of Life?’ (2000) Math.com, [online]. Available at:
http://www.math.com/students/wonders/life/life.html [26/08/2005].

62 §tewart, lan. Life’s Other Secret: The New Mathematics of the Living World. London: Penguin.

1998, p. 7.
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Evidently, emergence and also distributed representation — an emergent phenomenon
that is, as we have seen, particularly pertinent to this study, represent potent concepts
to explore and the prospect of a fruitful cross-fertilisation of the studies of complex
systems with the humanities has already excited interest of some literary theorists®
and philosophers.* Paradoxically, studies of oral and oral-derived literature that
stand to benefit most from such cross-fertilisation represent an area of academic
endeavour where such prospects are least explored.®

The reason I think studies of oral verbal art and oral-derived medieval
narratives stand to benefit most from the sciences of complexity is based on the fact
that the chances of the emergent phenomena (such as the story ‘taking over’, or
‘telling itself”) occurring without being channelled away by a centralising factor are
significantly amplified in traditional rather than in author-generated,” Gutenbergian
texts. The latter, where the creative process involves a single author, is much more
akin to building or construction — it is a process of a significantly shorter duration
(limited to a human lifetime at the very most, but more often quite a bit shorter than
that) and, most importantly, something with a more defined trajectory, being under
the scrutiny (if not total control) of a single mind. In other words the process has an
overseer/ a foreseer that tames it. By contrast, in traditional narratives such an
overseer does not exist, or if it does (at least it looks like it does, in that the stories

are far from being chaotic), than it is the blind evolutionary watchmaker (as Richard

® See for example Carroll, Joseph. Evolution and Literary Theory, Columbia: University of Missouri
Press, 1995. Also: Hayles, Katherine, ed. Chaos and Order: Complex Dynamics in Literature and
Science. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1991.

® E.g. Cilliers, Paul. Complexity and Postmodernism: Understanding Complex Systems. London:

Routledge, 2000. . .
% This relationship would truly be reciprocal: while the studies of oral and oral-derived texts would in

the sciences of complexity find apt concepts to refresh the existing theoretical vocabulary, the
sciences of complexity would in traditional texts find good case studies on which to test their

premises. ' ' . '
% By ‘author-generated’ text I mean nothing more than a text written by one person in the age of print.
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Dawkins has christened it*’), not the Watchmaker (Author-God) of the Laplacian
clockwork universe.

Crediting the very mechanics (brute mechanics?) of narrative production with
the kind of artistic accomplishment that we are used to associating with the
painstaking genius raises an anxiety. Yet, both premises — that there is something
inherently brute (i.e. not creative) in mechanisms and that creativity is the sole
property of humans — are flawed. The latter is little more than ‘a piece of snobbery’®
that rests upon a myth® about beings forming a ladder, or a scale with the ‘hj gher’
(the most creative) ones occupying higher, and the ‘lower’ ones lower perches. The
former, on the other hand, rests on the likewise dated notion of the mechanism. For,
there are mechanisms and mechanisms. It is the inherited image of a nineteenth-
century machine (with its levers, cogs, and boilers) that so desperately fails to
impress as anything like life, let alone as capable of creativity. So if we merely
update our conception of the mechanism based on the machines of our own day,
some blurring of the mechanical-creative divide would already be inevitable, for
some of our machines do seem to be learning, adapting and solving problems
creatively (e.g. there is an entire scientific discipline that studies simulations of life,
whether ‘earthbound’ or merely possible or lifelike;” appropriately, it is called a-
life). This more contemporary notion is still machine-informed, and so too echoes

embarrassingly clunky in comparison with our prime model of creative mechanism —

" Dawkins, Richard. The Blind Watchmaker. London: Penguin, 1986.

® Ibid., p. 261.

* Like any other myth this one too is not a mere fabrication. From various (human) aspects humans
can indeed be considered the most successful (the ‘highest’ of species) and when it comes to their
impact on the planet, only certain kinds of bacteria provide a matching contestant. I't is howevc?r
important to recognise that humans win in the ladder game only when human criteria for forml.ng the
ladder are applied: when it comes to navigating in the dark, it is bats and whales that are the ‘hlghest.
species’, as are ants when the desired goal is carrying seven times your own body weight, and when it
comes to surviving nuclear holocausts, apparently, rats and beetles are second to none. _

™ For an introductory survey of interesting experiments (e.g. Fritz Vollrath's cyberspiders. Craig
Reynolds’s study of flocking behaviour of birds on virtual creatures he devised —*boids’, etc.), see
Stewart, Life’s Other Secret. especially chapter 10: ‘An Exaltation of Boids’, pp. 195-212.



biological evolution. Creativity itself (as life, learning and even as genius”") is now
increasingly explored in terms of evolutionary mechanics.”

There also exists an anxiety as to what happens to individuality of individuals
within a network. Being a unit/node of an evolving network is nothing like being a
cog in a totalitarian regime: in the latter it is the centralising power invested in the
Big Brother that divests one of his/her uniqueness (oneness) through drastically
reducing the effect of one’s actions. As a result the whole (social) network becomes
stultified, its ability to adapt becomes crippled. By contrast, as we have noted,
evolving networks have no such centres, they create individuality and are in turn
created by it. The Saussurean model of language (an evolving system with the
architecture of a network) is a perfect case in point: ‘individuality’ of units in a
language is only created in relation to other such units: they have no essences, no
identities apart from those arbitrarily assigned within the network. In turn, the
language can only function because of the differences between the units. The
relationships between the units within the neural network are not all the same either,
some carry more weight than others (which ones get to be weightier and at what time
is, again, arbitrary): without the dynamic of differences, complex systems would not
exist. As Paul Cilliers observes, ‘equilibrium is another word for death’.”

That traditional narratives such as the Icelandic sagas and Serbian epics
evolve does not diminish the importance of either the individuality or the talent of
particular singers or the saga writers. As we have seen in the previous chapter, if a
singer or a saga author is talented like Tesan Podrugovi¢ or the writer of Njdls saga,

their particular renderings stand a better chance of ‘survival’ or replication, i.e. they

! See Simonton, Dean Keith. Origins of Genius: Darwinian Perspectives on Creativity. Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 1999.
™ See Boden, Margaret. The Creative Mind: Mvths and Mechanisms. London: Routledge, 2004.

7 Cilliers, Complexity and Postmodernism, p. 4.
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stand a better chance of being accepted by other singers/scribes and transmitted
further. But this in itself is far from being enough, because what it precisely means to
be talented or successful varies; it depends on an intractable number of factors in the
environment (social environment in our case). There is no means of telling which
singer’s or saga teller’s/writer’s/scribe’s contribution will prove successful in the
long run, or in what way it will be successful either: like in all evolutionary
processes, the success/failure is always something that can only be speculated on a
posteriori. For example, I have noted in the previous chapter™ that out of two singers
(Filip Vi3nji¢ and Old Milija), both considered talented by their communities, it is
the verses from Visnji¢’s songs about the First Serbian Uprising that were employed
by the singers™ who composed poems about the Second Uprising and the
Montenegrin wars for liberation, whereas Old Milija’s variations on Banovic
Strahinja were not (or at least no recording was made of a performance by another
singer that in some way resonates with Milija’s). There is a number of possible
explanations for this development: for instance, we might say that Vi$nji¢’s songs
provided a sizeable yet rare body of templates for dealing specifically with
contemporary events. The times themselves (with one uprising closely followed by
another) were also especially conducive to Visnji¢’s songs — the fact that they dealt
with events in which people in the audience (including the singers themselves™)

were actually participating, must have made them extremely popular. Finally,

™ See chapter 1, pp. 61-62. ' o
> And not only singers, but also literate poets (e.g. Petar Il Petrovi¢ Njego$) and historians (e.g.Vuk

KaradZi¢) of the time. BoZidar Tomi¢ has argued that KaradZi¢’s description of the battle of CokeSina
contain whole song passages that were transferred into prose. See Hemuh, Bnanau. Bykosu nesauu.
Beorpan: Papn, 1990, p. 61. o
6 Old Rasko who composed the Battle of Deligrad had actually participated in that battle, and Y|§n jic,
although blind and could not fight, was raising the spirits of the insurgents in the besieged Loznica

with his singing. See Hemuh, Byxosu neea4u. pp. 38-39.



Visnji¢’s closer adherence to the traditional idiom has made his kind of ‘inventions’
more easily transferable (i.e. adoptable by other singers) than those made by Milija.

But these explanations are still not conclusive because they are tied to our
particular observed moment. Capturing tradition on paper, like pinning down a
butterfly or ‘photographing Proteus’ (to paraphrase Lord”), meant effectively killing
it, so following the further fates of both Visnji¢’s and Milija’s contribution was made
impossible. As the significance of the Uprisings faded before new, more important
events, it is conceivable that the popularity of Vi3njié’s songs would wane and that
some would even be forgotten or merge into other songs. On the other hand, like
with our bodies where not all genes get to be expressed but lie dormant only to be
expressed in our descendants (or, indeed, never to be expressed),” the subtle
narrative twists like finding a soul mate where one least expects it — in the enemy
camp, or bearing the betrayal with dignity (as Milija’s Strahinja does) rather than
avenging it, may have ‘lain dormant’ only to reappear later (not necessarily in the
character of Strahinja), or be discovered all over again at a time that will for one
reason and another be more attuned to individual psychologies, rather than great
national movements.

While the individual singers and saga writers invest in their renderings all their
individuality, all their intellectual, emotional and creative powers, all their ideology,
their small-mindedness and generosity of spirit (in this they do not differ from
modern-day authors), as we have seen in the above examples, these investments
remain local in respect to the development of the story itself that was and continues

to be subject to evolutionary ‘accretions and deletions’. In this process no particular

7 See Lord, The Singer of Tales, p. 124. . .
™ Despite its utter implausibility, Kevin Costner’s film Waterworld offers a sort of an illustration of

this phenomenon. Under the pressure to adapt to living on water (after the nuclear